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Before we
begin…
This workbook has been created to
help parents or caregivers prepare to
potty train their autistic or neurodivergent
child. If you’re new to the term,
‘neurodivergent’ just means a person
whose brain is wired a bit differently to
their typical peers!
How to use
Potty training is a journey that can be full
of ups and downs. In addition, the flood
of information out there on the topic can
sometimes be a bit overwhelming! We
wanted to offer parents a guide that
would help them navigate the way
to potty training a child who is not
following a typical development
pathway. This guide is intended to
help caregivers gain an individualized
perspective on the supports and
strategies that would be most effective
for their child.
DISCLAIMER
This potty training guide is exactly that – a guide. It is
not intended to provide any medical advice or
replace medical services. It is not providing skilled
occupational therapy services. If you have any
concerns related to your child’s development or
have any medical concerns about your child,
consider speaking to a doctor or other healthcare
professional so they can support you with the next
steps and resources.
This is our intellectual property paired with our
personal and professional experiences.

A COLLABORATIVE
PROJECT CREATED BY:
FAYE EMERYBROTHWOOD (UK)

Medical Communications
Specialist & creator of
YouTube channel
‘Nurturing Neurodiversity’
“At the start of our journey with our
amazing autistic 4-year-old son I felt
alone and scared. That’s why I am
now committed to helping parents feel
supported and positive, right from the
beginning, and to advocating for our
wonderful differently-wired children.”

DANIELLE DELORENZO,
OTDS, OTR/L (US)
Pediatric/Educational
Occupational Therapist,
creator of ‘Mornings With
An OT Mom’ and cocreator of ‘Mindfulness
in Motion’

“I have helped potty train hundreds
of children throughout my career. I
learned that there is no single or right
way to potty train. As both a parent
of a neurodivergent toddler and an
occupational therapist, my approach is
simple: follow your gut and the lead of
your child and you will never go wrong”
FIND DANIELLE ON INSTAGRAM
@Mornings.with.an.OT.Mom
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LET’S GET PHYSICAL…
Children diagnosed with autism or other neurodevelopmental conditions
sometimes have difficulty with interoception – the ability to sense and
interpret what is going on inside their bodies, e.g., feeling hungry, thirsty,
tired, hot/cold or needing to use the bathroom.
That’s why it’s so important to consider whether your child is physically
ready for potty training before you begin. It’s also important to be aware
that children with communication challenges can be ready for potty
training before they’re able to communicate the need to empty their
bladder or bowels.
Check any of these signs of physical readiness that apply to your child
They stop what they are doing to empty bladder/bowels
They hide or move to a different spot to empty bladder/bowels
They pull their pants down, try to remove their diaper or pull on
their diaper when wet or dirty
They go for longer periods of having a dry diaper than
they have previously
They are still dry when they wake up in the morning

CHECK FOR MEDICAL ISSUES
Gastrointestinal issues are common in children with autism. If any of the
following concern you, discuss with a doctor before you begin potty
training to maximize your child’s chances of success.

Do you have concerns about any of the following?
The frequency or regularity of bowel movements.........................
Signs of discomfort………..................................................................
The consistency of bowel movements............................................
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PREPARATION IS THE
KEY TO SUCCESS
Observing your child before you actually begin potty training will help you to
pick up on any behavioral clues that indicate they need to go potty, such as
those given on the previous page. It also enables you to detect any
predictable toileting patterns (i.e. a time of day they’re more likely to go). This
knowledge can be valuable when potty training children who struggle to
communicate as it can help you initiate the process more effectively.

“All children will potty train at their own pace. Do not feel
discouraged if your little one is inconsistent with potty training
readiness. This is quite typical for all children. Remember, follow
your child’s lead, let go of your previous mindset regarding potty
training, and embrace the unique journey your child is on.”
When does your child typically empty their bladder or bowels?

AM

e.g. on waking, after breakfast, etc.

PM

E.g. before bed, 20 minutes
after a drink etc.

Will you use a potty chair or the toilet?
For some children who prefer structure and routine, transitioning from a potty
chair to a toilet at a later date could be a tad challenging, so before you
begin, think about whether you will be using a child’s potty or the toilet.
Remember, you know your child best, so go with what you think will work best
for them!
POTTY CHAIR

TOILET

TOP TIP! To help prepare your child, change their diaper by the toilet/potty chair in the
weeks leading up to training and encourage them to pull up their pants when finished.

ONCE YOU’VE WORKED THROUGH THE BOOKLET, DON’T FORGET
TO FILL IN THE POTTY TRAINING CHECKLIST ON PAGE 14
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SENSORY CHALLENGES?
Children with autism or other neurodevelopmental conditions
often experience the world differently. Potty training a
neurodivergent child can be complicated by sensory
differences, which can affect any or all of the seven (yes
seven!) senses… touch (tactile), taste (gustatory), sight
(visual), sound (auditory), smell (olfactory), body awareness
(proprioception), and head motion/balance (vestibular).

Do you think your child may find any of the
following things distressing?
Being dirty or wet......................................................
The sensation of emptying bladder/bowels………
The feel of underwear against the skin...................
Temperature changes (i.e cold toilet seat)……….
Loud noises (e.g. the flush, hand-driers)……………

Do you think your child may find any of the
following things distracting?
Wanting to touch or smear poop.........................
Wanting to play in the water……………………….
The flush (wanting to operate it or
watch the swirling water)………………..................
Consider alternative ways of allowing a child to gain sensory
input if they’re seeking it. Or example, placing a small water
tray outside of the bathroom and redirecting a child who
wants to play in the water in the bathroom, to the tray.

“

“Children can have specific sensory preferences or avoidance reactions
during their potty-training experience. Additionally, some children may
be sensory seeking, which can also impact a potty-training routine.
It is vital to take the sensory processing needs of your child into
consideration to ensure that all your child’s senses are integrating
appropriately before embarking on the journey of potty training.“
If your responses on this page have indicated that your child may have sensory processing
concerns, consider reaching out to your pediatrician or other professional for a referral to
an occupational therapist to explore this further.”
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SENSORY CHALLENGES? Cont.
How body awareness and balance can affect potty training
Neurodivergent children can sometimes struggle with the sense of
knowing where their bodies are in space. This can make lifting their feet
off the ground to sit on the toilet, distressing for them. Developmental
specialists sometimes refer to this as ‘gravitational insecurity’.
Additionally, issues with balance and postural control (the ability to hold
themselves upright), may impact potty training.

“The vestibular and proprioceptive systems can impact potty
training so much. My son was so afraid to leave the ground and
went into distress if his head was tipped back or he felt off
balance. This greatly impacted his ability to sit on the toilet
with a potty insert, which is why we chose to use a potty until
he gained more strength. Within a few months, he was able to
use either option!”

Problems transitioning from nappies to underwear
If your child is distressed by wearing underwear, have you considered how you
might address this? One possibility is to do short ‘practice wears.’ Why not try
something silly and fun like a ‘dancing in our pants’ game. It might sound silly, but
doing something like this can help your child associate underwear with a positive
experience and therefore, with positive feelings.
If you have any ideas for how you might help your child get used to the feel of
underwear, write them below…

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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ENCOURAGING UNDERSTANDING
Lots of neurodivergent children struggle with imitation and understanding
verbal language, so don’t assume that simply demonstrating and/or talking
to them about toileting will be enough for them understand what you want
them to do.

Have you considered the step-by-step process?
As there are many steps for the child to the process, you may need to break it
down and teach each of them in whatever way your child learns best.
Try to ensure these steps are followed each time so they know exactly what
to expect.

1. Walk to the potty chair or toilet
2. Pull pants down
3. Sit down
4. Use the potty/toilet
5. Stand up
6. Wipe

7. Pull pants up
8. Walk to sink
9. Turn the water on
10. Wash hands
11. Turn water off
12. Dry hands

Visual supports
Neurodivergent children are often visual learners, so pictures (either real
photos or symbols, depending on what your child responds best to), can
really help with this understanding. If you think it will help your child, try printing
the next page and placing it by the potty or toilet. You can stick your own
pictures or symbols in the squares!

What do you think your child will respond best to?
SYMBOLS

PHOTOGRAPHS

How do you think your child would best suit being presented with visuals?
Printed and placed on the wall………………………………………………
Printed and placed in a PECS or communication book…………………
On a tablet or iPad………………………………………………………………
Other………………………………………………………………………………..
TOP TIP!
You can do a simple google image search to find appropriate photos to print.
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MY STEP-BY-STEP POTTY GUIDE

STEP 1: Walk to the
potty chair or toilet

STEP 2: Pull pants
down

STEP 3: Sit down

STEP 4: Use the
potty/toilet

STEP 5: Stand up

STEP 6: Wipe

STEP 7: Pull pants up

STEP 8: Walk to sink

STEP 9: Turn the
water on

STEP 10: Wash hands

STEP 11: Turn water off

STEP 12: Dry hands
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LET’S TALK
COMMUNICATION
Even if your child does not communicate their toileting needs yet, you
should begin modelling a way for them to tell you “I need to go potty”.
If your child is verbal this may be a word you use before you start the
process. If they are non-verbal/non-speaking, it may be a sign or
gesture, a picture card or a button on a tablet AAC device. It is helpful
to model this every time they go, so that they have the best chance of
making the association themselves.
Which of the following do you think your child would be most likely to use
to communicate their toileting needs?
Spoken word(s)
A designated sign (baby sign / BSL / ASL / Makaton sign etc.)
A gesture
Leading by hand
Visuals (PECS card, pointing to a picture, AAC button etc.)
Behavior

HOW WILL YOU ENCOURAGE YOUR CHILD TO
COMMUNICATE THEIR TOILETING NEEDS?
Try to be specific. So if you will use a word, think about what word that
might be, if you plan on using a picture, think about what picture might
work best and how you might implement it into your day, for example, will
you place it on the wall, carry it with you, put in in a PECS book?

_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
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MOTIVATION IS KEY
Do not be discouraged if your child does not respond to reward-based
potty training techniques. Neurodivergent children may not always be
motivated in the same way as their typical peers. However, tapping into a
child’s natural interests to encourage learning can be an excellent way to
see results!
Consider what your child’s natural interests are and whether you can
incorporate them into potty training.

Excluding technology, what are your child’s three favourite things?
e.g. a specific cartoon character, trains, letters, numbers, sensory play,
music, water play, bubbles etc.
1)__________________________________________________________________
2)__________________________________________________________________
3)__________________________________________________________________

TIME TO GET CREATIVE!
The next bit will require some out-of-the-box thinking on your part! How
can you incorporate your child’s natural interests into something related
to potty training?! Always keep your little person in mind and build your
ideas around what they LOVE!

___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
© Nurturing Neurodiversity & Danielle Delorenzo Consulting Co. LLC, 2020

MOTIVATION IS KEY
Visual or tactile sensory-enriched toys such as those pictured below may
help SOME children with potty training. For example, children who would
otherwise be reluctant to transition away from what they’re doing to use
the potty or those who find the toileting process to be a negative sensory
experience. It’s very important that you go with your own child though!
For some, toys such as these may actually distract from the task at hand,
or transitioning them away from them once finished may be difficult.

Using music to your advantage
Some parents have found success in using music or singing a particular
song while the child uses the potty. Music can serve as a great cue for
children who struggle with language, helping them to understand what is
expected of them.

How do you think your child would respond to motivating toys or
playing a motivating song in the bathroom?
It would encourage them to sit for longer…………………………………..
It would make going to the potty a more positive experience…………
It would be too distracting………………………………………………………
Transitioning away once finished would be tricky………………………….
It wouldn’t interest my child…………………………………………………….
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MOTIVATION IS KEY

In many ways, potty
training my typicallydeveloping son is proving easier
than potty training my autistic
son was. This is because
motivating my neurotypical son is
much easier! My autistic son is
much more self-directed and ownagenda led, and was often
indifferent to praise or an
enthusiastic tone of voice.

We found that tying his
interests (trains, water) into
potty training games and
activities worked better than the
verbal praise and sticker charts
we are using for our other son.
My advice would be to keep trying
different ways of motivating your
child. It can definitely be a process
of trial and error!

HOW WILL YOU ACKNOWLEDGE A SUCCESSFUL ATTEMPT?!
While some neurodivergent children are
highly motivated by praise, others are
indifferent to it and some actually shy
away from it. Although it can feel natural
to shower a child in praise when they
achieve something, it’s important to first
consider how your child responds to
praise and what type of praise might be
most welcomed, for example a high five
may be better than a hug and lots of
loud verbal praise.

How does your child
respond to praise?
LIKES IT
DISLIKES IT
IS INDIFFERENT

How will you let your child know they did well?

_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
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ARE ALL CAREGIVERS
ON THE SAME PAGE?

This is important. EVERYONE who takes care of your child needs to be on
the same page, down to the fine details, to ensure consistency. This means
using the same visuals, the same step-by-step process, the same
motivators, the same way of managing sensory difficulties etc.
One thing you could do is fill in and print out the notes page at the end of
this booklet, then send a copy to everyone who will be involved in caring
for your child while they’re potty training.

Who else will be involved in caring for your child whilst
you go through the potty training process?
Other parent………………………………………………………
Grandparent………………………………………………………
Other relative……………………………………………………..
Teacher …………………………………………………………...
Nanny ………………....………………………………………….
Babysitter…………………………………………………………..
Therapist……………………………………………………………
Other………………………………………………………………..

“As you travel along the potty training road with your
child, remember that collaboration is key. When everyone is
on the same page and implementing the same strategies,
the child will have the greatest chance of success. ”
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POTTY TRAINING
CHECKLIST
Use the checklist below to make sure you are well prepared, with
everything you need to maximize your chances of successful potty
training!

Have you got everything you need?
Make sure everything is to hand!
A suitable potty chair or training seat/insert for the toilet
A large supply of underwear
Wipes
Spare clothes (within easy reach)
Any printed visual supports you plan on using
Cleaning supplies in case of inevitable accidents!
Any motivators, including toys, songs or games
Anything to ease any sensory sensitivities
Other
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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FINALLY…
What words will you use?
Neurodivergent children can be creatures of habit and
once they start using or associating words with toileting it
can be hard to change them. So decide on them from the
beginning and consider age-appropriateness of your
chosen terms.
Will you teach them about privacy?
Children with social/communication difficulties may not
understand what is expected in terms of privacy. Depending
on the age of the child, you can help protect them by
helping them to understand.
Expect set-backs
Don’t assume that set-backs are a result of a loss of ability.
The reason could be as simple as lack of motivation – other
things are more interesting than going to the bathroom – or
it could be that your child is communicating something to
you. Are they upset or unsettled by something in their lives at
that moment? Are they in pain? Could they be
constipated? Set-backs in potty training are normal for all
kids but can be harder to figure out the reason in little ones
with communication challenges. Try not to panic over what
is likely to be a temporary blip.
Just keep trying

Notes

Finally, don’t feel defeated if things don’t work first time.
Keep up with the gentle encouragement, keep talking
about it and showing those visuals and if you need to park
the idea for a while and come back to it in a few months
then so be it! Just because a child isn’t toilet trained at a
certain age, doesn’t mean they’ll never be trained.
Parenting a neurodivergent child is all about the long game!
Remember, it’s a marathon, not a sprint!

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
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MY POTTY TRAINING NOTES
My name is _______________________________________________________________
I am _______________________ years/months old and I started potty training
on________________________________________________________________________
You can help me understand what is expected of me by
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
I need your support with toileting, because I find the following things difficult
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
You can help motivate me to go potty by
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
I might communicate I need to go potty by
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
The best way to let me know I’ve done a good job is to
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
You should also know
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
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