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  Introduction


  Whether you have a child with autism or another disability, toilet training can often be a struggle and at times may seem to be an impossible achievement. But we know that being able to use a toilet independently and successfully is an important skill for everyone. Society expects children to, ideally, be toilet trained by the time they enter school, allowing them to fit in and function independently, like their peers.


  Individuals who can’t reach a level of toileting independence will need to depend on the assistance of adults and will often be segregated from other students in school, and later possibly segregated from others in society, perhaps for the rest of their lives. Not being able to independently use a toilet limits what a person can do and where they can go. It impacts their social acceptance and self-sufficiency, and further isolates them from their peers. If a person doesn’t learn to use the toilet on their own, they will always be dependent on others to help them, and unfortunately, this makes those individuals much more vulnerable to molestation and sexual abuse. Learning to use a toilet isn’t just convenient and cost-saving; it is important for a person’s safety, independence, and social-emotional health.


  If a child or older individual is physically capable of using the toilet, they should be able to be toilet trained, regardless of their cognition, level of anxiety, sensory sensitivities, or language capabilities. It is my hope that this manual will help parents and educators with the arduous task of teaching children with ASD the very important skill of using the toilet.
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  Toilet Training is Diffi cult Whether a Child has a Disability or Not


  Teaching a child to use a toilet is difficult even if the child doesn’t have a disability. Adding a disability to the task of toilet training can make it monumentally challenging. Many professionals believe that children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are more challenging to toilet train than any other population due to their rigidity, dislike of change, sensory issues, and innate anxieties. Their various language and communication challenges are also a major factor to understanding, following through on tasks, and expressing their questions and feelings during the process of toilet training. Those who have attempted to toilet train a child (or adult) with ASD by following popular toilet training methods often very quickly find that they are as ineffective as they are stressful, for all involved. And because autism is a spectrum disorder, this means each individual can be very different from others with ASD, and approaches for teaching them will vary from one individual to another. In other words, that means there is no approach to toilet training that will work with all individuals with ASD.


  Toilet training for an ASD individual is not quick or easy. Toileting plans that offer quick results can often backfire and cause a child to have more fear and be more resistant to the process. Becoming an independent toilet user is a long process, even for neurotypical children, and setbacks and accidents are to be expected. It’s not only a learning process for the child, but for the parents as well, who often dread the time when they need to introduce the concept of using the toilet versus wearing diapers. It can be a difficult and stressful transition involving a lot of time, effort, and patience.


  Readiness Often Isn’t the Issue


  It’s widely believed that a child needs to be physically, mentally, and emotionally ready before the process of toilet training can begin. We often hear parents and teachers comment that a child who is still in diapers just “isn’t ready” to use the toilet. Parents and teachers will look for signs from the child that indicate the child is ready to comprehend use of the toilet, as well as being physically and emotionally mature enough to begin the toilet training process. For the neurotypical child, that period usually begins between the ages of 2 and 3.


  Parents of autistic children may therefore also try to introduce toileting when their child is of a typical toilet training age (usually by the time their child is 3 or 4 years old), and they hope or assume their child is ready. But what frequently happens is that the attempt fails and parents completely stop the toilet training and go back to using diapers, because the attempt was too stressful. The parents may then assume that their child simply isn’t ready to transition to the toilet and may decide to wait for a later time when they think their child will show signs of readiness. Unfortunately, a child with ASD may never actually feel that readiness. Furthermore, every time the toileting process fails and as the child grows older, the harder the toilet training process becomes. The truth is that a child with autism may never really feel “ready” to be toilet trained, and the longer parents wait for that “sign of readiness,” the harder the process will likely become.


  While it is true that all individuals with autism are different, it’s a very common trait among autistic individuals to have a difficult time with change. We know that people with autism (including children) hate sudden changes to routines. Any necessary change to a routine often requires a slow introduction, consistency, and time before that change is accepted and can be established as a new routine. If wearing diapers is all a child has ever known, the very concept of going from wearing diapers to eliminating into a toilet is a massive (and terrifying) change to everything a child is used to and understands regarding elimination.


  The failed attempts to teach kids to use the toilet often inadvertently ends up teaching them to fight even harder against that change. When a child with autism fights against using the toilet, and the parents give up, the child comes away with the understanding that by resisting, they can continue using the diapers that they feel comfortable with and don’t want to give up. Therefore, each time parents attempt to start the toilet training over again, it becomes harder and harder, and often with stronger and stronger resistance from their child. This resistance often consists of screaming, crying, refusal to cooperate, and possibly destruction and aggression.


  How Schools Succeed When Parents Fail


  It’s understandable then why parents, incredibly stressed out by the entire ordeal, will give up and revert to using diapers. Because at that point, the diapers are the easier and more convenient option, and creating a peaceful home environment is naturally a higher priority to parents than having their child use a toilet. Eventually the task of toilet training is often left up to the child’s classroom teacher and school staff. The school is often very successful, even after parents have failed countless times. This is especially true in a self-contained classroom that teaches toileting skills to diaper-wearing students. It’s not because the child is finally “ready” for toileting, but because the school establishes a specific toileting routine, which they implement consistently every day, often supported by visual aids and Social Stories™. Schools tend to have this rigid structure built into their daily routine, whereas a home environment is typically much less structured.


  Scheduled toilet breaks at school may be set for every hour, two hours, or longer as the child learns the routine for using the toilet. These scheduled breaks train the child to use the toilet, whether they need to go or not, and help them to be successful. The student may initially fight the toileting routine, but because the routine is part of the school schedule and is always consistent, eventually the student accepts it and participates. Not only does the student’s individual toileting ritual become part of the routine at school, but it also soon becomes the rule for toileting everywhere.


  Unlike parents, teachers can remove emotional investment in the toileting process. Teachers can be patient with the process and take the toileting procedures slowly, gearing the expectations to each individual child. Students are typically put on a consistent toileting schedule, which they learn to anticipate each day. When toileting becomes a part of the school routine, with established rules specific to that routine, it’s simply a matter of time before acceptance and success follow.


  A school also has the advantage of making and using materials that help with learning toileting skills, such as picture schedules, visual supports, and Social Stories™. These teaching aids help to establish the individual, broken-down steps of toileting and teach the necessary vocabulary related to using the toilet. Visual aids help to teach children the behavior that is expected of them regarding all aspects of toileting. Additionally, they can address unexpected problems such as, “What if there’s no toilet paper?” or “What if I have a mess in my underwear?” By addressing specific toileting problems, teachers can use visual aids and discussion to help students learn to problem-solve. Therefore, many kids with autism become successful using the toilet at school before they do at home.


  If your child is in school, you will want to coordinate with the school staff to get some of those supports to help you with toileting at home. That way, there is consistency in all locations and situations. The more consistency there is with toileting across a variety of locations, the more successful the toilet-training process will be.
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