Toileting

Teaching an autistic child to use
the toilet can be a difficult task but
a necessary one. A toilet training
programme can be used to train
continence and teaching self-
initiation. There are lots of steps
involved that can aid in successfully
teaching your child to use the toilet.

First rule out any medical causes for your
child’s toileting difficulties. Your child’s GP
would be your first point of call.

Understand your child’s sensory needs in
relation to toileting. See our Understanding
your child’s sensory needs and supporting
your child’s sensory needs factsheets.

General tips

- Breathe! We know it can be an overwhelming

and daunting process, try and approach it in a
relaxed manner. If you are relaxed and calm with
the process, this will model to your child that this
is not a stressful situation. Try and have fun with
it, as odd as that sounds. If you find yourself
getting frustrated, it’s okay to take a break or
change the approach. There is no rush to get
your child potty trained by a certain age, just
have in mind what is best for your child.

Think about what type of potty to use. If your
child is bigger, try and get a bigger potty with a
higher base so your child can sit comfortably.
Get more than one if you can.

It will be messy so be prepared for that. Have
cleaning supplies ready and if necessary, put
your child in clothes you don’t mind getting
messy. Have spare clothes ready especially
when out of the house.

- To reduce the mess put a plastic tablecloth or

a urine mat (there are disposable and reusable
ones) underneath the potty.

+ Associate the toilet with fun! Build a positive
relationship with the toilet and your child. For
example, play fun games, have a sing-along in
the toilet or make up a toilet song. Continue to
do this throughout the potty training process.

+ Create routines with going to the toilet, for
example, when they wake up, before bedtime or
before going out. Follow this routine as well to
model it to your child.

+ Most importantly, make sure your child is
comfortable! Decorate the toilet with things
they like, create a fun interactive potty corner
or ensure they are wearing clothes they can
easily take off. If the process is becoming too
overwhelming for your child, don’t be afraid to
take a brief pause to reassess a better way.

Before beginning toilet training, we need to think
about some key prerequisite skills for your child.
This will help the training be more successful.

Prerequisite skills

Must have skills: These are skills that are
considered most essential

+ Hold urine for one hour based on normal
fluid intake*

+ Has a communication method

+ Able to transition with you

+ Able to sit on a toilet for two minutes
(minimum)

+ Have an idea of things that can motivate
your child. These can be favourite toys or
items but it can also be praise, silly faces
or even just attention from you

+ Accepts physical prompts

* If your child cannot regularly hold their water
intake for up to one-hour medical support
must be sought before continuing to toilet
train your child.
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Should have skills: These are skills that are
considered necessary

+ Can follow five instructions e.g., come here,
sit down, stand up

+ Motor ability — can they independently
sit upright?

+ Motor movements related to toileting —
e.g., trousers down

* Functional communication system —a way in
which your child is able to make their needs
and wants known to you

+ Willingness to consume a high volume
of liquid

Good to have: These are good skills for
your child to have but aren’t considered

the most necessary

+ Able to open and close a door independently
+ Awareness of being wet/dry

+ Signals they need to use the toilet

Nice to have: These are nice for your child to

have but are the most difficult to learn

+ Language around toileting (e.g.,
communicating wee/poo/wet/dry)

+ Shows preference to remaining dry

* More complex motor movements
e.g., to be able to wipe self

+ Wipes toilet seat after use if needed

+ Understands what is clean and dirty

Your child does not need to have all of the skills
above, but the more they have the easier toilet
training will be. Some of these skills can be worked
on before your child is ready for toilet training.
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Here are some steps in creating an effective toilet
training programme. They can be run concurrently
and consistently for the toileting programme to be
effective:

Have a toilet schedule: Create a routine around
the toilet with increasing time intervals. Start taking
your child at short regular intervals then increase
the intervals incrementally.

Responding to successful wees on the toilet:
Make a big deal when they have a wee or poo
on the toilet. Give them lots of praise and their
favourite item where possible.

Responding to accidents: This will happen and
when it does, tell them what is expected of them
for example ‘We wee on the toilet’. Take them to
the toilet to change so you are still creating that
association.

Teaching initiation: Ensure your child has a
preferred communication method and model the
communication when going to the toilet and when
your child is using the toilet. Get them to start
using the communication method when they want
to use the toilet.

Fluid intake: Keep an eye on the amount of fluid
your child is taking in. The more fluid they consume
the more they will use the toilet.

Generalisation: Working on using the toilet in
different environments and using different types
of toilets. Ensure everyone who is supporting your
child knows the plan.

See overleaf for more detail on each step.
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Have a toilet schedule

+ Having a schedule creates a routine around
using the toilet. It also builds tolerance for the
toileting space.

+ When starting, take your child to the toilet at
short regular intervals and encourage them to sit
on the toilet for at least two to five minutes.

o For example, your child can be taken every 15
minutes and encouraged to sit on the toilet for
five minutes.

+ If your child wees on the toilet for three days in a
row, then increase the interval time another five
minutes.

o e.g.,15 minutes to 20 minutes then 20 minutes
to 25 minutes and so on.

+ If your child has three accidents in a row, then
take five minutes off the interval time: the
schedule decreases by five minutes.

o e.g., 25-minute schedule is reduced to 20
minutes.

+ If you have varied results like two accidents and
one successful wee on the toilet, keep the same
time interval.

+ The time continues to increase until the schedule
between sits on the toilet reaches 120 minutes,
the average time.

- Every child is different and the interval between
toilet visits vary depending on factors such as:

o Water intake

o Diet

o Bladder size

o How long they can hold urine
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Response to successful wees on the toilet

If your child wees on the toilet, make a big deal

about it (because it is a big deal!)

Provide them with lots of reinforcement. This

increases the behaviour of successfully weeing

on the toilet. It lets your child know they are
doing the right thing.

o For example, when they successfully use the
toilet, the reinforcement can be to give them
praise and access to a preferred item such as
a favourite book, toy or snack.

+ Use specific praise for successful wees on the
toilet e.g., “Good job going wee on the toilet”.

+ The reinforcement should be immediately
provided following the toileting routine.
Have the reinforcer readily available with
you when transitioning to the toilet so they
can access it right after.

If they start to wee off the toilet but finish on the

toilet (for example they began weeing outside

the toilet, but you were able to quickly direct
them to toilet and they sit and finish), this is
considered as successful and they should get
reinforcement.

Responses to accidents

If your child has an accident outside of the

toilet, remind them in a neutral tone what the
expectation is of them. For example, ‘We wee on
the toilet’.

Take your child to the toilet immediately to finish
the toilet routine. Where possible, get your child
to help you remove their soiled clothes. They
can also help you get them dressed.

If they can, get them involved in the cleaning
process; this could be them flushing the toilet.

Teaching initiation

We teach initiation so your child can recognise

when they need the toilet and communicate it.

Think about your child’s preferred

communication method. Make sure your child

can use that method to ask for the toilet.

o For example, their PECS book has a toilet
symbol.
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Teaching initiation continued

+ The symbol for toilet should be always visible
for your child (front page of the AAC device, on
their table or in a common place). A picture of
the toilet must be clearly visible to your child
throughout the day. This can also act as a
prompt for a child who communicates primarily
with spoken word.

+ In the beginning, model the use of the
communication method when taking your

child to the toilet (exchange the PECS symbol
with your child, point to the toilet picture in a
communication book or emphasise the word
toilet when speaking).

+ When your child is beginning to become familiar
with the routine, you can begin to prompt them
to exchange the toilet visual, select it on their
AAC device or say ‘toilet’ prior to each trip to
the toilet.

If your child self-initiates, take your child
immediately to the toilet. Provide reinforcement
for successful wees.

+ If your child self-initiates but does not
successfully use the toilet, take your child back
to what they were doing, you can offer feedback
e.g., “We will go to the toilet in a little bit”.

Generalisation

* You want your child to be able to use the skills
they have learnt during toilet training in all
possible toileting contexts.

Straight from the start work on generalising your
child to different toilets. Use different toilets if
you can, toilets in your house, toilets in other
people’s houses or toilets in public.

Make sure everyone supporting your child
follows the same routine. Consistency is key!
When your child is going to the toilet
successfully at a regular time interval for
example a full day at 120-minute intervals with
zero accidents for a couple of days; you can
begin to slowly reduce access to the tangible
reinforcement but still keep the social praise!
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Other things to consider

When your child is toilet training, it is more
successful if they are out of nappies. It can get
messy and can be time consuming. It might be
easier to start toilet training at home over the
weekends then gradually transition to underwear
full time.

Other factors might be a hindrance to successful
toilet training such as noisy hand dryers, smells
in the toilets and other sensory issues. Bear this
in mind when generalising to other toilets. You
may have to work on those skills separately. See
our Understanding your child’s sensory needs
and Supporting your child’s sensory needs
factsheets.
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