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Toileting 

Toileting children with autism spectrum disorder can be a 
challenging ordeal. However, if a child is showing some signs of 
toilet-readiness or responds well to timed toileting, this can greatly 
contribute to their quality of life. 

 
Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) who struggle with 
toileting: 

• may dislike the sensation of walking on cold bathroom tiles 
or sitting on the toilet. 

• may not understand the concept of cleanliness (e.g. may try 
to put hands into the toilet). 

• may not like the noises associated with the toilet (e.g. the 
way noises echo off the tiles or the sound of the toilet 
flushing). 

• may not seem aware that they need to go to the toilet. 
• may fixate on an activity so would rather have an accident 

than stop what they are doing. 
• may not like going to the toilet in an unfamiliar setting. 
• may only want to have a bowel movement in their nappy. 
• may have irregular bowel movements such as constipation 

or loose bowels. 

 
Signs that a Child is Ready for Toileting 

 
Most children will show signs that they are ready for toilet training. 

Signs can include: 

• showing more bladder and bowel control. 
This is evident when their nappy stays clean 
and dry for longer periods of time (one to 
two hours). 

• showing an awareness of when their nappy 
is wet or dirty. 

• showing an awareness that they are 
urinating or having a bowel movement. 

• showing an awareness of the toilet and 
what happens there. 
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Some children with ASD may not show any signs that they are ready, but that doesn’t 
mean they are unable to toilet train. In this case, using timed toileting may be the 
most appropriate strategy. 

 
Strategies for Supporting Toileting 

 
Your child’s strengths, weaknesses, and motivations should be considered when 
introducing new skills and strategies. No one strategy will work with every child. Tailor 
strategies to your child, being mindful of any sensory issues and making adjustments 
where needed. If they are having trouble with toileting, carefully consider what they 
are specifically having difficulty with and select a strategy that best supports them. 

Where possible, encourage your child to master undressing and dressing themselves, 
particularly pulling down their shorts and underpants and pulling them up again. 
Elasticated shorts that can be easily taken off and on are the best option. Avoid 
trickier clothing such as overalls or pants with buttons or zips. 

Consider the sensory input your child may experience in the toilet. Think about the 
noises they may find uncomfortable such as exhaust fans or toilets flushing. Initially, it 
may be necessary for someone else to flush the toilet once your child has left the 
room. Smells from strong air fresheners could also be a negative sensory input. 

When beginning toileting, encourage your child to drink plenty of liquids (preferably 
water), so they have more opportunities to practise. 

For some children with autism, going to the toilet is best done at specific times (timed 
toileting), as they can have difficulty recognising the feelings associated with 
needing to go to the toilet. It may be beneficial for them to go to the toilet as part of 
a routine, rather than as a response to the need. 

Some children may respond well to rewards such as sticker charts or getting to play 
with a favourite toy once they’ve attempted to use the toilet.  

 Break the toileting task down into small steps.  

For example: 

1. Pants down  
2. Sit on toilet 
3. Do wee  
4. Get toilet paper  
5. Wipe 
6. Flush toilet  
7. Pull up pants  
8. Wash hands.  
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When you break a skill into smaller steps, it becomes clear how much a child needs 
to remember and why they may find it difficult to carry out the task. Use a visual 
schedule to show and support each of the steps. Your child can use these as 
prompts. It may be useful to talk your child through each step before they use the 
toilet. 

Learn the Key Word Sign for toilet. Use this sign when your child uses the toilet, as you 
say, “toilet.” Encourage them to use the sign. Be aware that your child may use the 
sign but not be able to position their hands correctly. 

Make toileting a calm and comfortable experience for your child. Avoid getting cross 
if they have an accident. Calmly clean them up and give them a reminder of what 
to do next time. Be patient, quietly persistent and keep the process as consistent and 
predictable for them as possible. 

If your child has consistent issues with bowel movements, it may be useful to seek 
advice on gastrointestinal issues or dietary and feeding issues. 

 

Encouraging Bowel Movements on the Toilet 

 Some children may be toilet trained for urination, but insist on wearing a nappy when 
they have a bowel movement. This can be a difficult situation because if they are 
denied the nappy and hold onto the bowel movement, it can cause constipation.  

                 
    

             
              

      
                

            
             

            

 

If your child is reluctant to sit on the toilet for a 
bowel movement, here are some strategies that 
may help: 

• Support them to have the bowel movement in 
the bathroom while wearing the nappy. 
Remove the nappy and make it clear where the 
contents go by emptying the nappy into the 
toilet. 

• Encourage them to sit on the toilet with their 
nappy on when they have a bowel movement. 
Once they become comfortable with that, cut 
a hole in the nappy, slowly making the hole 
larger and larger with each go, or encourage 
them to loosen the nappy when they sit on the 
toilet. 
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Nighttime Toileting 

 Staying dry during the night may take longer than daytime training. Many children 
who are toilet trained during the day still urinate in their sleep. This is completely 
normal. If your child wakes up in the morning with a dry nappy or wakes during the 
night to go to the toilet, then they are probably ready for underpants at nighttime. 
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