

Key sensory challenges and adaptations

Children with autism will have different sensory needs that need to be analysed. A sensory profile is helpful in assessing these. This may be done by an occupational therapist or by using one of the other assessment tools discussed in the resources.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is important to try and create a low arousal environment so the child feels more safe and secure. It can be quite difficult to differentiate the effects of the different senses on behaviour. Changes in the colour or texture of flooring or mats could impact on vision, balance or tactile sensation, and may lead to difficulties walking from, into or around the bathroom.  If installing new equipment, such as hand-dryers, in bathrooms, it is vital to consider the sensory impact on the children who will be using them:

'We put new tiled flooring down in the bathroom at home and my seven-year-old son seemed to become stuck at the bathroom door and unable to enter. We put down a runner to the toilet and he happily crossed the threshold and used the toilet!'

It is important to consider the impact of sensory differences in the bathroom. There is an environmental sensory audit in the Practical Tools section to help with this.

Strategies for supporting a child may vary greatly and should be tailored for their individual needs.





































Tactile, vestibular and proprioceptive challenges

These three systems are very closely linked, and will often need to be considered together. They are key areas to focus on regarding the impact of body sensation and positioning, balancing on the toilet, flooring within the bathroom, and wee, poo and nappies touching the body.

The child's understanding and awareness of body sensation and position will impact on problems encountered during toilet training and approaches to solve these:

· Is the toilet seat suitable?   If necessary, experiment   with an alternative shape or cover that gives a different tactile experience.  A padded seat may feel softer and warmer.

· What is the most acceptable texture of toilet rolls or wipes?

· What is the right temperature for the bathroom, and how will this affect the toilet seat, floor or general environment?

· Is there a need for increased tactile input if this is what the child is seeking? See Chapter 15 on smearing for more ideas on this.

· Consider building in more opportunities for movement throughout the day to provide the additional input that may be needed by the proprioceptive, vestibular and tactile systems. Activities for maximising sensations received by the body may include bouncing on therapy balls, wheelbarrow walks, push-ups against walls, or things that they can fiddle with.





































· Other resources to help with additional input include wobble cushions, bean-bags, and therabands on the back of chair legs which the child can kick against

Difficulties with balance on the toilet:

'He always pushes himself right to the back of the toilet to try and feel secure - I now use a foam swim tube next to the cistern so he pushes himself onto that.'

· Use a toilet seat with a smaller hole.

· Install a handrail, on both sides if needed.

· Use a footstool (this is always a good idea!).

· Have feet marks on the floor or stool to show where the feet should go to ensure correct positioning and help them to put their feet.

· Use a lap-pad to increase body awareness and help increase sensation from their legs through the pressure that is provided.

· Use a rolled-up towel or cut-up foam swim tube behind them to show them how far back they should sit and increase sensation and provide a feeling of security.

· Allow the child to squat on the toilet if that is their preference. They may need understanding and tolerance at school regarding this.

· Use a device that allows them to squat (see 'Squatty Potty' in the Resources section).








































Flooring - stimulating balance, vision or temperature:

· Cover tiled or patterned flooring with a non-slip mat.

· Avoid having too many changes or varieties in colour or texture.

Limited awareness of body sensations - 'not feeling the need to go':

'I could never tell when I need to go to the toilet - so I taught myself to go when one of my friends goes.'  (Jill aged 23)

· Use visual reminders, timers, phone alarms or a vibrating watch as an indicator to go to the toilet.

· For some children, let them go without pants for a short length of time in summer so they can see when they have a wee and learn to connect this sensation with themselves.

Limited awareness of wee or poo in nappy or pants:

· Use a nappy liner, pad or pants worn inside the nappy to increase awareness of wetness.

Anxiety about wee or poo touching or splashing on their body or clothes:

· Put a piece of toilet paper in the toilet before using it to reduce risk of splashes.


































· Teach the child how far down to pull their trousers or pants.

· Let the child wear disposable gloves to avoid contact with wee or poo.

Liking the feeling of wee or poo in nappy or pants as this gives increased sensory input:

· Explore options to increase tactile sensory input in other ways, for example tightly fitting clothing or fiddle toys.

Liking the sensation of wearing a nappy - as it provides deep pressure increasing the sensations experienced:

· Allow the child to wear tight- fitting pants or shorts. For some children you may initially need to do this over the nappy.

· Provide deep pressure in other ways - using weighted lap pads, blankets, massage or tight clothing.

· Gradually reduce the size or tightness of the nappy as the child gets more confident.

Visual input

Hypersensitive/sensory avoiders:

· Reduce the amount of visual information on the walls and think about the need for calming colours for walls and towels.






































· Reduce the glare from lighting - small press-on lights or low wattage bulbs may be useful.

· Think about reflections and whether mirrors need to be changed or removed.

· Let children wear sunglasses in the bathroom.

· Reduce visual overload by putting toiletries or equipment in boxes or out of the direct line of vision.

Hyposensitive/sensory seekers:

· Provide bright lighting.

· Provide visually stimulating input for the child to see, such as charts, pictures, cartoons, sensory lights or ceiling-mounted fiddle toys or mobiles.

Sounds

'The sound of the hand-dryer petrified him . . . until we realised that he never knew that it actually stopped ... explaining how it worked helped him understand and manage his fear - he then wanted to stay and count how long it lasted before stopping!'

Hypersensitive/sensory avoiders

· Use ear-defenders, earplugs or headphones for accessing some bathrooms particularly public toilets

· Use curtains, mats or towels to reduce the impact of echoes in the bathroom.







































· Put a piece of toilet paper in the toilet prior to using it to decrease the sounds that weeing or pooing can make

· If a child finds flushing distressing, record the sound of the flush and play it at varying intensities to gradually desensitise the child.

· Avoid bathrooms with hand-dryers if they are distressing.

Hyposensitive/sensory seekers

· Provide alternative things to provide auditory input if this is what the child is seeking; for example musical toys with interesting sounds.

· For repetitive flushing, include a visual cue for a single flush followed by a different enjoyable activity. Having a 'finish' box to put the 'flush' cue in on completion may benefit some children.

Smells

Hypersensitive/sensory avoiders

· Reduce smell input by using   non-perfumed   toiletries and cleaning products; think about detergents and fabric conditioners used on towels.

· Use odour neutralisers.

· Install an extractor device and ensure good ventilation.








































· Allow a child to take something with them to sniff to distract from other smells.

Hyposensitive/sensory seekers:

· Increase smell input by using air-fresheners.
   
Meeting sensory needs throughout the day

Reactions to sensation can be affected by stress, previous memories and experience. Many children also have difficulties with being at the right level of arousal or alertness for the situation they are in. They are often at the extreme ends of arousal, and never feeling 'just right'.

As well as examining the specific challenges associated with using the toilet, it can be helpful to build in a scheduled mixture of sensory input to a child's daily routine. The aim of this is to help their nervous system feel better organised and support the child's attention and performance through providing a mixture of calming, alerting and organising activities.

Calming activities

This will include activities which help to relax the nervous system, to help reduce anxiety, sensory defensiveness and sensory overload. Examples include stress balls, fiddle toys, weighted items, rocking chair, soothing smells, low-level lighting relaxing music, sleeping bags, blankets, cushions or deep pressure massage.



Activities which are alerting to the nervous system help the child become more focused and attentive, and are particularly useful for those children who are under-responsive or passive. Examples include bright lighting, loud music, strong smells, messy play, running games, ball bouncing, trampoline or stimulating sensory toys.








































Alerting activities

Activities which are alerting to the nervous system help the child become more focused and attentive, and are particularly useful for those children who are under-responsive or passive. Examples include bright lighting, loud music, strong smells, messy play, running games, ball bouncing, trampoline or stimulating sensory toys.

Organising activities

These will help with keeping the child's nervous system at the right level of stimulation, and allow them to be more focused and attentive.

Examples include movement activities such as pulling or pushing heavy objects, wheelbarrow walks, swimming, chewing or blowing, vibrating pillows, massagers or sitting on a physio - ball.

In summary, it is always helpful to consider sensory differences, and these may co-exist with other aspects of a child's autism, behaviour and general experiences. An evaluation of behaviour should always include a holistic consideration of a child's experiences and environment.

Suggestions to assist with assessing sensory differences and implementing strategies for supporting with these are included in the Resources section.

Taken from ‘Toilet Training and the Autism Spectrum’ – A Guide for Professionals’
by Eve Fleming and Lorraine MacAlister – Jessica Kingsley Publishers (2016)
pp 142 - 149








































