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Hair Brushing

Hair brushing and detangling can be a major struggle for children with
conditions such as sensory issues, Autism, Sensory Processing Disorder
(SPD), Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD), Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), or
other SEN.

When time is of the essence, this simple task can quickly escalate into
frustration, anxiety, and meltdowns - impacting parents as much as
their children. It's not uncommon for children to hide or react with
screams at the very sight of a hairbrush, making the actual process
incredibly challenging.

Why do they not like their hair brushing?

* Sensory Sensitivity: Children with conditions like Autism or
SPD can have heightened sensory perceptions. What feels like
a normal brush stroke to one person might feel like scratching,
poking, or intense pulling to them. The static electricity, the
sound of the bristles, or even the smell of hair products can
also be distressing.

¢ Tactile Defensiveness: This is a strong negative reaction to
touch. They might actively resist or withdraw from being
touched, especially on their head or scalp, which is a very
sensitive area.

¢ Lack of Control: The act of someone else brushing their hair
means they have little to no control over the sensation or
duration. This lack of autonomy can be a significant trigger for
anxiety and frustration, especially for children with PDA who
resist demands.
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Pain from Tangling: If their hair is often tangled, brushing can
be genuinely painful, leading to an association of the brush

with discomfort.

Anxiety and Frustration: The anticipation of brushing can
cause significant anxiety. When combined with the pressure of
needing to be somewhere on time, this can quickly escalate
into frustration and meltdowns for both the child and the
parent.

Predictability and Routine: Changes in routine or unexpected
brushing can be unsettling for children who thrive on
predictability.

Past Negative Experiences: A few painful or highly stressful
brushing experiences can create a strong negative association,
leading to hiding or screaming at the mere sight of a hairbrush.

Top Tips

Use a good detangling brush - the ones that fit in your hand,
traditional ones, or even wide-toothed combs work. The goal is
maximum detangling with the least amount of touching the
head. A quality detangling brush combined with a detangle
spray or hair oil, can make a huge difference

for kids who are sensitive. These sprays or oils

help get brushes and combs through knots,
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whether hair is wet or dry.
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¢ Let your child be part of the process. Let them pick their

own detangling brush, spray, or conditioner based on their
favourite colours, smells, and textures. Having a few options
available can really help, especially if they struggle with
demand avoidance.

¢ Try turning hair brushing into a game. For kids who can't sit
still, you could do a couple of brushes, then a quick run or five
jumping jacks, repeating until finished. Also, consider sensory
activities beforehand to help your child feel calmer.

¢ Pick a calm time when your child is relaxed in a quiet, familiar
place. Make sure they're comfy, perhaps on a favourite chair. If
they're okay with it, brushing in front of a mirror can help them
feel in control. Using visual aids like a timer, a brush stroke
counter, or a favourite song can help them understand how long
it will take.

¢ To untangle hair always start at the ends and gently work your
way up to the roots, holding the hair to avoid pulling. Be patient
and gentle, and take breaks if your child gets uncomfortable.

¢ For washing hair, try using deep pressure when shampooing, as
some children find this more tolerable. Use a visual aid to show
how many rinses or how long the shower will be. Also, encourage
your child to wash their own hair to give them more control and
ease their anxiety.

For more information on brushing hair,
follow this QR code here:




Bathing and Showering

Bathing and showering can be particularly challenging for children
with additional needs. While some children dislike getting wet,
others may find the sounds, smells, temperatures, or sensations

overwhelming. What appears to be a simple daily task can become

a source of anxiety, distress, and frustration for both children and

parent carers.

It's important to remember that children are rarely being difficult
on purpose. Often, they are communicating discomfort, anxiety, or
sensory overwhelm in the only way they know how.

Why your child might struggle with bathing or showering:
Sensory Sensitivities

Many children with sensory differences experience bathing
differently from others. They may be sensitive to:

e Water temperature

e Water pressure

e The feeling of water on their skin or face

e Soap, shampoo, or bath product smells

¢ The sound of running water

e Echoes in the bathroom

e Bright lighting

What feels relaxing to one person may feel overwhelming or

painful to another. i
&
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Fear and Anxiety

Some children may feel anxious about:
e Water getting in their eyes
e Slipping over
e The unpredictability of showers
¢ Having their hair washed
e Changes to their routine
Previous difficult experiences can also increase anxiety around

bathing.

Loss of Control

Bathing often requires children to follow instructions and tolerate
activities being done to them. For children who struggle with

demands or prefer to be in control, this can feel particularly
challenging.

Privacy and Body Awareness

As children grow older, they may become more aware of their
bodies and desire greater privacy. They may feel embarrassed,
uncomfortable, or unsure about changes happening during
puberty.

Executive Functioning Difficulties

Some children struggle with remembering the steps involved in
washing, such as: W
e Wetting their hair ‘

Applying shampoo &
¢ Rinsing -

Washing different body areas =2

—

Drying themselves afterwards
Without support, the process can feel overwhelming.



Top Tips for Bathing and Showering

Create a Predictable Routine

Try to bathe or shower at a similar time and follow the same
sequence each time. Predictability can help reduce anxiety and
increase cooperation.

Use Visual Supports
Visual schedules, picture cards, checklists, or social stories can
help children understand what will happen and what is expected.

For example:
1. Turn on water
2.Wash hair
3.Wash body
4. Rinse
5.Dry
6.Get dressed

Give Choices

Offering small choices can help children feel more in control.
For example:

e Bath or shower?

e Sponge or flannel?

e Which soap would you like?

e Would you like music on?




Consider Sensory Preferences

Experiment with:
e Different water temperatures
e Shower versus bath
¢ Unscented products
e Softer towels
e Dimmer lighting
¢ Bath toys or sensory items
Small adjustments can make a big difference.

Prepare for Hair Washing

Hair washing is often the most difficult part of bathing.
You could try:

e A shower visor

¢ Leaning backwards over the bath

¢ A jug rather than the shower head

¢ Allowing your child to control the water

Use Timers and Visual Countdowns

Some children find it helpful to know how long the activity will last.
Visual timers or countdowns can make the process feel more
manageable.

Make It Fun

Bathing doesn't always have to feel like a chore.

Consider:
¢ Bath crayons e Favourite songs
e Waterproof toys e Counting games

e Bubble baths (if tolerated) o Water play activities



Encourage Independence

As children grow, encourage them to complete parts of the routine
independently. This might start with washing one body part or
drying themselves before gradually building confidence and skills.

Respect Privacy

As children enter puberty, they may wish for greater privacy during
personal care tasks. Encourage independence where appropriate
while still providing support when needed.

Focus on Progress, Not Perfection

Some days will be easier than others. If your child manages one
more step independently, tolerates washing for a little longer, or
shows less anxiety than before, that's progress worth celebrating.

When to Seek Additional Support

If bathing or showering is causing significant distress, impacting
family life, or becoming increasingly difficult, speak with
professionals involved in your child's care. Occupational
Therapists, Community Paediatric Teams, and Specialist Learning
Disability Services may be able to offer additional strategies and
support.

Remember

Every child is different. What works for one child may not work for
another. Be patient with yourself and your child as you discover the
approaches that best meet their individual needs.

Small steps forward are still steps forward.



Cutting Nails

Cutting the nails of a child with additional needs can be
challenging for several reasons. Many children experience
sensory sensitivities, where the feeling of the clippers, the
pressure, or even the sound can be overwhelming or genuinely
painful. This can lead to tactile defensiveness, causing them to
withdraw or resist touch on sensitive areas like their hands or
feet.

Additionally, a lack of control over the process can trigger
significant anxiety, especially for children who struggle with
demands or changes in routine. Past negative experiences with
nail cutting can also create a strong aversion, leading to distress
at the mere sight of the clippers.

Here are some tips to make the process easier and less
stressful for everyone involved:

Choose the Right Time and Environment:
¢ Timing is Key: Pick a moment when your child is calm, well-
rested, and not overstimulated. Avoid times when they are

hungry, tired, or already stressed.

e Calm Space: Find a quiet, familiar, and comfortable place
where there are minimal distractions.
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Preparation is Crucial:

Gather Tools: Have everything ready beforehand: nail clippers
(small, sharp ones are often best), an emery board/nail file,
and a towel or blanket for comfort.

Warm Water (Optional): A short soak in warm water can
soften nails and make them easier to cut, and some children
find it calming.

Communicate & Explain: Use simple language or visual
supports (like a social story, picture schedule, or "first/then"
board) to explain what will happen. For example, "First, we
cut two nails, then we play with Lego."

Allow for Control and Predictability:
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Visual Timer: Use a visual timer to show how long the session
will last or how many nails you'll cut.

Offer Choice: Let your child choose which finger or toe to
start with, or which clipper to use (if you have options). This
gives them a sense of control.

Break It Down: Don't try to do all nails at once. Cut one or
two, take a break, and then return. Over time, you might build
up to more.

Mirror (If Tolerated): For some children, watching in a mirror
can help them predict the movement and feel more in control.



During the Process:

e Comfortable Position: Find a position where both you and
your child are comfortable. This might be sitting face-to-face,
sitting side-by-side, or even in a beanbag.

e Deep Pressure/Massage: Before cutting, gently massage the
hand or foot with deep, firm pressure. This can help
desensitise the area for some children.

¢ Distraction/Engagement: Use a preferred toy, a favorite
song, a video, or engage them in a conversation to distract
them.

¢ Gentle and Quick: Make quick, precise cuts. Avoid pulling or
tugging the skin.

¢ File Instead of Clip: If clipping is too distressing, try filing the
nails down gradually with an emery board. This takes longer
but might be more tolerable.

e "Only one" fingers: If touch is an issue, try focusing on just one
or two fingers/toes each day rather than all at once.

Positive Reinforcement:

e Praise and Reward: Offer immediate praise and a small,
preferred reward (e.g., sticker, small treat, favourite activity)
immediately after each successful cut or session.

e Keep it Positive: Even if it's challenging, try to stay calm and
positive to avoid transferring your stress to the child.

LAl

For more information on nail trimming, =]
follow this QR code here:
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Tooth Brushing

Tooth brushing can be one of the most challenging personal care
tasks for children with additional needs. While some children
dislike the feeling of the toothbrush, others may struggle with the
taste of toothpaste, the sensation of foam in their mouth, or
simply having someone close to their face. What may seem like a
simple daily routine can quickly become stressful for both children
and parent carers.

Why your child might struggle with tooth brushing:

e Sensory Sensitivities: Children with sensory differences may
find the feeling of bristles on their gums uncomfortable or
even painful. The taste, smell, texture, or foaming of
toothpaste can also be overwhelming.

e Difficulty Understanding the Importance: Some children
may not understand why tooth brushing is necessary, making
it harder to motivate them to participate.

¢ Need for Predictability: Children who prefer routines and
predictability may resist tooth brushing if it feels rushed,
inconsistent, or unexpected.

* Loss of Control: Having someone else brush their teeth can
feel intrusive and may cause anxiety, particularly for children
who struggle with personal space or demand avoidance.

¢ Past Negative Experiences: If tooth brushing has previously
caused discomfort, gagging, or distress, your child may

===m@@me ossociate the activity with anxiety and try to avoid it.



Top tips for making tooth brushing easier:

Start Small

If tooth brushing feels impossible, begin with small steps. This
might mean simply holding the toothbrush, touching it to their lips,
or brushing for a few seconds before gradually building up.

Let Them Choose
Giving your child some control can make a big difference. Allow
them to choose:

e Their toothbrush colour or character

e Toothpaste flavour

e Whether they brush first or you do

Use Visual Supports
Visual schedules, social stories, picture cards, or timers can help
children understand what will happen and how long it will take.

Brush Together

Many children learn through imitation. Brushing your teeth
alongside your child can help demonstrate what to do and make
the activity feel less intimidating.

Experiment with Equipment
Some children prefer:
e Soft-bristled toothbrushes
¢ Silicone toothbrushes
e Electric toothbrushes
¢ Smaller toothbrush heads

e\
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It may take some trial and error to find what works best. c
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Gradually Introduce Toothpaste

If your child dislikes toothpaste, begin by brushing with water
before slowly introducing a very small amount of toothpaste.
Some children prefer milder flavours over strong mint varieties.

Use Positive Reinforcement

Praise effort rather than perfection. Celebrate small successes
and focus on progress rather than expecting a perfect brushing
routine immediately.

Keep It Consistent
Try to brush at the same time and place each day. Predictability
can help reduce anxiety and make the routine easier to accept.

Seek Professional Advice

If tooth brushing continues to be extremely difficult, speak with
your dentist. Many community dental services have experience
supporting children with additional needs and can offer tailored
advice and support.

Remember: Every child develops personal care skills at their own
pace. Building trust, confidence, and positive experiences is often
more important than achieving perfection straight away. Small
steps forward are still progress.

For further advice, contact your local NHS Oral Health Team who
can offer specific advice and services.



Toileting

Potty training a child with additional needs can be significantly
more challenging than with neurotypical children due to a variety
of factors. These difficulties often stem from developmental
differences, sensory sensitivities, communication barriers, and
medical considerations. The information here is guidance, with
more support received from those supporting your child.

Why your child might struggle with potty training:

¢ Developmental Delays: Many children with additional needs
may have developmental delays that impact their ability to
understand and control their bodily functions. This includes
delays in cognitive understanding (knowing what the toilet is
for), communication skills (expressing when they need to go),
and motor skills (getting to the toilet in time, undressing).

e Sensory Sensitivities: Children with conditions like Autism or
Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) can be highly sensitive to
sensory input. The feel of the toilet seat, the sound of the flush,
the splash of water, the smell of the bathroom, or even the
texture of toilet paper can be overwhelming or aversive,
leading to strong resistance.

e Communication Challenges: A child who has limited verbal
or non-verbal communication skills may struggle to tell their
parent or caregiver when they need to use the toilet. This
makes it difficult to catch signals and respond in a timely
manner.



Lack of Body Awareness: Some children may have difficulty
recognising the internal sensations associated with needing
to use the toilet. They might not feel the urge until it's too
late, or they might not distinguish between different
sensations.

Rigidity and Resistance to Change: Children who thrive on
routine and predictability, such as those with Autism or PDA,
may find the introduction of a new routine like potty training
highly disruptive and resist it strongly. They might prefer the
familiarity of diapers.

Medical Conditions: Certain medical conditions common in
children with additional needs can directly impact bladder
and bowel control, such as spinal cord issues, muscle tone
differences, or chronic constipation.

Top tips for potty training:

Look for signs of readiness, even if they don't appear in the
same way as typically developing children.

Make the bathroom a calm and comfortable space,
addressing sensory needs.

Divide the toileting process into smaller steps and focus on
one step at a time.

Be patient and consistent: Potty training can take longer for
children with additional needs, so avoid rushing the process.
Visual schedules and routines: Help your child understand
what to expect and reduce anxiety.

Picture symbols: Use visual cues to communicate instructions
and routines, especially for non-verbal children.
Step-by-step instructions: Break down the toileting process
into visual steps.



Sensory sensitivities: Adjust the bathroom environment to
minimise sensory overload, such as strong smells, bright lights,
or loud noises.

Use sensory-friendly wipes, toilet paper, or even cloth diapers.
Consider the water temperature, the type of soap, and other
sensory aspects.

Positive language and encouragement: Use praise and
positive reinforcement to encourage desired behaviours.
Rewards and incentives: Use rewards to motivate your child,
such as stickers, or favourite activities.

Make it fun: Incorporate games, songs, and other enjoyable
activities to make potty training less daunting.

Accidents and challenges are common, so don't get
discouraged.

Be willing to modify your methods and strategies as your child
progresses.

Focus on progress, not perfection: Remember that learning
takes time and effort, and celebrating each step forward is
important.

Any concerns, contact the bladder and
bowel team.

For more information on potty training,
follow this QR code here:




Puberty

As parents we can all remember how well or how terribly the
puberty talk went when we were younger. Then before we know
it, we are having to discuss this topic with our children. However,
when discussing the topic with children with additional needs, it
can be difficult to know where to start, how to explain changes,

and what information your child needs.

Puberty can sometimes be a puzzling time for young people,
as there are a lot of changes in the chemicals in the body
(hormones) and in the way they think and feel. Some children
completely welcome the changes that puberty brings, whilst
others may be confused or uncomfortable.

Young people who have a learning disability may find it difficult
to understand the changes that are happening, manage their
emotions, and communicate with others how they are feeling.

They may also find it difficult to understand what is appropriate

and inappropriate.

Here are some tops tips on having those conversations
with your child:

Start early - Begin the discussion before signs of puberty begin.
Breaking down puberty into segments instead of one big
conversation is huge! It probably won't be a one-time thing but
rather ongoing lessons and conversations about what they may
feel or experience and make sure they know questions are ok!






























