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Toilet Training for Children

with Autism

A step-by-step guide to toilet training children on the autism spectrum.

The information in this guide is drawn from the clinical expertise of Dr. John Carosso, Psy.D. and

Dr. Robert A. Lowenstein, M.D., current research findings, and authoritative sources including the DSM-5
and the National Institute of Mental Health. It is intended for informational purposes and does not replace
a professional evaluation.
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Why Toilet Training Is Different for Children with Autism

Toilet training is a significant milestone for any child, but children on the autism spectrum often face unique
challenges that require adapted strategies. Understanding these challenges is the first step toward a
successful approach.

Key challenges include: Limited social motivation (autistic children may not feel the same drive to please
caregivers); difficulty comprehending the language and logic of toileting; strong attachment to routines
(diapers may be deeply familiar and comforting); sensory sensitivities to the bathroom environment; and
difficulty reading their own body cues.

Is Your Child Ready?

Readiness indicators include:

e Remains dry for at least 1-2 hours at a time

e Shows some regularity or pattern in voiding

e Pauses or shows behavioral signs while wetting or soiling
e Expresses interest or curiosity about the bathroom

e Can tell the difference between a clean and dirty diaper
e Can follow simple instructions

e |s in a willing, cooperative mood

Developmental age matters. Your child may be five years old chronologically but have communication and
social skills closer to a younger age. If the developmental age is below two years, toileting success is
unlikely — wait six months and re-evaluate.

The Systematic Toileting Training Approach

Step 1: Maintain an Elimination Record

Before beginning training, track your child's patterns for one week. Check every 30-60 minutes and record
whether they are dry (D), have urinated (U), or had a bowel movement (BM). Note any consistent patterns

— times, triggers, or behavioral cues that precede elimination.

HelpForYourChild.com | P (724) 850-7200 | hello@helpforyourchild.com




<) H E LP helpforyourchild.com

For Your Child

Step 2: Goal Training

Start with one simple, achievable goal — for example, pulling pants up and down when first brought to the
toilet. Other early goals include flushing, turning on water, soaping hands, rinsing, and drying. Build from
there.

Step 3: Habit Training
Using your elimination record data, establish a consistent toileting schedule. Place your child on the toilet
at regular intervals with reinforcement provided after voiding. Use a visual schedule to help your child

adapt to the new routine.

Step 4: Initiation Training
Work toward creating an awareness of toileting needs and your child initiating trips to the bathroom
independently. Watch for facial expressions, gestures, or behavioral cues that signal the need to void, and

provide a verbal prompt or reinforcer.

Supporting the Process

Visual Supports

Visual supports are particularly effective for children on the spectrum. Use picture cards or symbols to
represent each step of the toileting routine. Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) toileting

cards are widely available and effective.

Sensory Considerations

The bathroom presents many sensory challenges — bright lights, echoes, running water, flushing sounds,

and temperature changes. Consider:
¢ Playing calming music while your child is in the bathroom
e Using softer lighting if possible
¢ Providing a fidget toy to keep hands occupied on the toilet
¢ Giving advance warning before flushing; let the child flush themselves when ready
e Using wet wipes instead of toilet paper if texture is an issue

e Warming the bathroom before bringing your child in

Rewards
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Rewards are essential. Only you know what truly motivates your child — it may be a favorite food, five
minutes with a preferred toy, or a sensory activity. Reward sitting on the toilet for the expected amount of
time, and reward elimination enthusiastically. Reduce rewards gradually as the routine becomes established

— but don't withdraw them suddenly.

Social Stories: Custom storybooks about the toileting process — using simple one-sentence steps with
illustrations — are a powerful tool. They teach the process as a sequence, align with autistic children's
visual learning style, and can be read repeatedly as reinforcement.

Handling Common Challenges

My child won't use any toilet except ours at home.

Children on the spectrum often struggle to generalize skills across settings. When visiting new places, show
your child where the bathrooms are. Bring all the same cues, comfort items, and visual supports you use at
home. Use the same routine in every environment. With consistent practice across settings, generalization

typically improves.

My child was toilet trained but has started soiling again.

Regression is common during times of change — new school year, changes in medication, illness, or family
stress. Return to the toileting program that worked previously, re-introducing rewards for all positive
toileting behaviors. Avoid making a major issue of the regression, as this can increase anxiety and worsen

the problem.

My child seems 'addicted' to diapers. How do | transition?

Gradually introduce underwear for short periods each day. Let your child help select underwear with
characters or colors they like. Try layering diapers over underwear initially, cutting portions of the diaper
away over time. Some children respond well to a Lycra compression suit worn with underwear — the

sensory input of the suit can replace the comfort of the diaper.

How do | work effectively with my child's school on toileting?

Share your elimination record data and the signs your child shows before voiding. Provide the school with
the same visual cues, comfort items, and supplies you use at home. If possible, find a quieter or more
familiar bathroom environment at school. Use a communication notebook that travels back and forth to

keep both home and school informed of progress and challenges.
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Ready to take the next step?

Doctors Carosso and Lowenstein and our experienced team are here to help. Contact us to

schedule an evaluation or to ask any questions.
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