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 Autism and toilet training


The Daslne parent questionnaire asks about 10 problem behaviours, including toileting problems; over 25% of parents report frequent (3 or more times a week) toileting problems with their child. Unsurprisingly, toileting problems occur more frequently in pre-school children (40% of children aged 3-5 years), and also more frequently in those children attending special school (rather than mainstream) and those with less language.





Problems with toilet training can happen to any child.  For children with autism the problems are often more of a challenge. Many children with autism experience additional problems, in  learning, communication and use of expressive language, sensory issues and adapting to new situations. This means that they need longer to process information and learn the skills that they need to go to the toilet on their own. 
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Some common problems that parents report


‘My child hides if he wants a poo’


‘My daughter gets upset if she sees the potty or toilet’


‘She doesn’t like the flush of the toilet’


‘My son doesn’t like being cleaned after using the potty’


‘He will only do a poo in a nappy’


‘My son is 5 years old and still not toilet trained’








What’s the problem?


It is important to explore the cause of the particular problem. It could be something simple such as the noise of an extractor fan, the feel of toilet paper, not liking having a sticker placed on their jumper as a reward, or not wanting to walk past a hand-dryer to get to the toilet.  








Strategies that help toilet training and other toileting problems





Much of the advice for children with autism is the same as for children without autism, but progress may take longer and will often need to be broken down into smaller steps.





Be clear that your child is developmentally ready for training. 


Is your child able to tell you (or show you with a sign or gesture) 


when she has wet or soiled her nappy or clothes?


Is your child able to follow a simple instruction,


such as ‘sit on the toilet’?





Establish a routine – work around your child’s routine, waking and eating times. Sometimes it helps to keep a record or diary. Bowel movements are more predicable than urinating, so it is easier to establish a routine around this and use the potty at these times, for example, after a meal or first thing in the morning. 


Be consistent - once you have decided on a routine, stick to it for at least 4-6 weeks.  Frequent change causes confusion and doesn’t give your child time to adapt to the changes. It is also important to choose one word for going to the toilet. For example, always say ‘toilet’ or ‘loo’ or whatever your family is comfortable with. The different words we use to describe the toilet – potty, loo, bathroom – can be confusing for children with ASD.
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Make your child comfortable - Get your child familiar with sitting on the toilet seat by practising for a few minutes every day. Here are some solutions to common problems:





If the floor is cold, put socks on your child’s feet. Try to match the temperature in the room to the rest of the house.


Use a foot stool if your child needs foot support for stability while sitting on toilet.


Use a training seat if your child is frightened of the big hole over the water.


Tell your child there will be a noisy flushing sound, and explain the reason for the noise.



































Make sure your child has sufficient to drink through the day and a diet that includes 


roughage: fibre, fruit and vegetables.  Too little (or too much) fluid 


can make bowel and bladder control more difficult.





It is better to adopt a ‘small steps’ approach with a number of short term goals. Don’t worry about setbacks – they will happen, as will the progress.  It is easy to say and more difficult to do, but it is important to relax and take your time – what is one step for one child will need to be broken down into several smaller steps for another child; the first step might be going into the bathroom or toilet and being comfortable in that environment, before slowly building up the time spent in the bathroom, and long before progressing to sitting on the toilet fully clothed.
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Use rewards and praise that your child will respond to for example, a star chart, (you can print these charts from :- � HYPERLINK "http://www.netmums.com/activities/g/general-reward-charts/" �http://www.netmums.com/activities/g/general-reward-charts/� ).


Your child may also sit longer for a favourite story, or a DVD if you have a portable viewer.


















































Professional help





Sometimes parents may have difficulties progressing with toilet training their child and can benefit from professional support. This may be a health visitor, nursery nurse or school teacher. Sometimes it may be necessary for a referral to the Community Learning Disability team where specially trained professionals such as nurses and psychologists can provide the structured support and behaviour techniques necessary for successful toilet training. 




















Useful resources


NAS website: �HYPERLINK "http://www.autism.org.uk"��www.autism.org.uk�


Heffner, Gary, J., Autism Spectrum Disorders Fact Sheet: Toilet training and autism:  �HYPERLINK "http://www.autism-help.org/behavior-toilet-training.htm"��www.autism-help.org/behavior-toilet-training.htm� (downloaded 8/11/2014)


Paul Dickinson and Liz Hannah.  It can get better… dealing with common behaviour problems in young autistic children. A guide for parents and carers.  London: The National Autistic Society, 2000.














4.  Philip Whitaker.  Challenging behaviour and autism: Making sense – making progress. A guide to preventing and managing challenging behaviour for parents and teachers. London: The National Autistic Society, 2001.
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