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Personal Hygiene





Looking after our personal hygiene is a basic life skill. It is important for our self-esteem and helps us feel good about ourselves. It can also affect other people’s responses to us in social situations, and if personal hygiene is poor it may make us less attractive or approachable to other people. Personal hygiene is also important in reducing risks of infection and avoiding spreading germs. 


  


Right up until teenage years all children need help from parents to understand the 


importance of good personal hygiene and learn the skills involved; and children with 


autism may need some extra support with this. 





It is probably quicker for a parent to take care of their child’s personal hygiene in


the short-term, but it will save parents time in the long run if a child can do this for 


themselves, and it will increase a child’s independence.  
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What can parents do?  Some strategies





Breaking tasks down and grading skills and distraction 


One idea is to break the task (e.g. brushing teeth) down into small individual steps. Mastering these one at a time, avoids overloading, and can incorporate success with praise and encouragement after each step achieved. 





Using praise for each step accomplished can be motivating e.g. 


a star sticker chart; and of course more ‘concrete’ rewards all help. 





Keeping the same routine over and again every day and without hurrying


can be reassuring and reinforcing, and eventually become habit.





Distraction could be used during particularly disliked activities e.g. having a 


hair-cut. Plus you could ask the hairdresser to come to the house.





What do parents say about personal hygiene?  





Difficulties around personal hygiene ‘….are a very common problem.  My son has just turned 9, and while we have our battles about self-care, at least I can still do it for him.  When he gets closer to puberty, it will be a different story.’


‘My adult son does not like to wash himself, which is beginning to affect social situations he is in.’ 





Parents may worry that poor personal hygiene causes their child embarrassment, rejection by peers, and may also be difficult to live with at home.  











Causes of poor personal hygiene





Children may need prompting by parents to adapt their personal hygiene routines to accommodate physical changes as they develop, for example, washing their hair more often, and using a deodorant when they become teenagers. 





In addition children with autism may have difficulty organizing themselves and their tasks. They may forget the task, and be easily distracted e.g. by repetitive behaviours, or they may worry less about the social impact of poor hygiene. 





Personal hygiene activities may be also disrupted by over or under sensitivity to sensory stimulation. A reluctance to wash may be due to the feel of the soap, the smell of the towels, or the sound of the shower. Certain smells and tastes may not be noticed or may be extremely unpleasant, e.g. toothpaste. During busy morning routines with people rushing to get ready, a child with ASD may be overwhelmed by too much sensory information and potential for invasion of their personal space.
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Prompts


To teach self-care skills to young children, the National Autistic Society website recommends starting with physical prompts such as holding your child’s hand and washing your hands together; followed with gestural prompts – e.g. miming washing your hands next to your child’s while they wash theirs; and then using verbal prompts e.g. ‘wash your hands’ or use an image or symbol. Also to try and reduce the prompts as quickly as possible.





Picture charts of daily routines can be used to explain step by step what will happen.





Pictures or symbols could be cut out of a magazine or downloaded from the internet.  


These could be placed in the relevant room e.g. one in the bathroom for brushing 


teeth; one in the bedroom for getting dressed may show taking clean socks and 


underwear from a drawer and using deodorant under arms and aerosol deodorant on 


feet; another could show putting dirty clothes in the laundry basket.  





A visual step by step chart of a routine can reassure a child that they know what will happen next, and so help reduce anxiety. 





Signs displayed in the bathroom can be used to prompt using toilet paper and hand 


washing after using the toilet; and in the kitchen signs displayed for hand washing 


before eating or preparing food. An image over a waste paper bin could show where used 


tissues go. If you have a laminator, signs can be made more durable and be wipe-clean. 





A waterproof/laminated visual image or checklist could be attached to the shower wall showing which areas of the body to clean when having a shower (e.g. face, armpits, feet and private parts) and e.g.                            


                            how long to spend cleaning each part of the body. 


                            If this helped, a waterproof clock or watch could be used.





                            Calendars and mobile phones could be used to prompt which day clothes and shoes are                     


                            changed so, for example, the same pair of trainers isn’t worn every day. 





Checklists of the morning routine could be developed with your child on a computer if this would encourage their involvement.  
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Modifying the Environment





Minimizing distractions in the environment may help focus on a personal hygiene task. For example fragrance free washing powders for towels, face cloths and clothes, plus fragrance free shampoos, conditioners, shower gels, and soaps if your child finds smells challenging. 


Try keeping a sensory diary of what your child finds unpleasant and what they find more tolerable, e.g. a bath rather than a shower, or a green towel rather than a white one. For younger childen, try using personal hygiene materials that represent a child’s special interest e.g. tissues with trains on or soap in the shape of a dinosaur. 





Allow the child to familiarize themselves with things, e.g. touch and play with a new towel until they are comfortable with it. For younger children, you could get them to practise personal hygiene related activities e.g. teeth brushing on one of their favorite toys. 





Antibacterial gels and disposable wipes can be used when there is no access to hand washing, e.g. before eating sandwiches in the park; and also for cleaning surfaces around the house quickly. Keeping surfaces around the house clear of items as far as possible helps for cleaning them up quickly. 





Resources: 


National Autistic Society website: e.g. see tips on oral hygiene and managing a trip to the dentist in 


‘The Dental Booklet’ by Lisa Williams.


Links to websites with visual prompts to download for free: e.g.  �HYPERLINK�www.do2learn.com � 


are provided on the  National Autistic Society website. 


Wrobel, M. (2003). Taking care of myself. A hygiene, puberty and personal curriculum 


for young people with autism. Future Horizons Inc.


Jackson, L. (2002). Freaks, Geeks and Asperger syndrome. London: Jessica Kingsley 


Publishers. (written by a teenager with Asperger syndrome). 


http://lifewithautistickid.com/2014/03/07/personal-hygiene-tips-and-tricks-for-parenting-severely-autistic-boys/








                                 Compiled by Sarah Wigham, OT





























� HYPERLINK "http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.drpbody.com/images/clean_items.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.drpbody.com/hygiene.html&usg=__xV1khZ2fA-h-kfi7I_0F1sOLpDE=&h=266&w=364&sz=14&hl=en&start=8&zoom=1&tbnid=IUSFVvKDvanqOM:&tbnh=88&tbnw=121&ei=Fk9nTubILdDFswbezbCHCw&prev=/search?q=personal+hygiene&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rls=com.microsoft:en-gb:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7ADRA_en&tbm=isch&um=1&itbs=1" ���








