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Introduction 

This report contains the findings of an Ipsos MORI survey of parents and carers of children 

and young people with a disability and/or long-term health condition, carried out for 

Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young People. Questions focused on parents’ 

and carers’ awareness of toilet facilities provided within the schools and other educational 

units attended by their children. 

 
A link to the online survey was sent by Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young 

People to partner agencies, who then forwarded on the survey to their members. A total of 

91 online surveys were completed. Fieldwork was carried out between 10th and 26th of March 

2014.  

 

Overview of key findings 

Many of the children whose experiences were discussed were in full-time education at 

mainstream schools, mainly at primary level, with a quarter in special schools. The majority 

of respondents (73%) reported that their child used the same toilet as other pupils all of the 

time. 

 

While most children were able to use the toilet independently at home and at school, a small 

number of those who could do so at home were not able to do so at school. Almost half of 

respondents felt that their child received enough support to use their school toilets. However, 

almost a quarter felt that their child did not receive enough support.  

 

Opinion was somewhat divided in terms of whether or not the school had toilet provision that 

was adequate to their child’s circumstances: 49% felt that provision was adequate, while 

40% felt that it was not. 

 

Less than half of respondents (47%) rated the overall standard of the toilets at their child’s 

school as very good or fairly good. A lower proportion (42%) said that their child felt very 

comfortable or fairly comfortable about using their school toilets.   

 

The balance of opinion suggests that schools have at least some work to do in order to raise 

the overall standard of their toilet facilities in the eyes of parents.  

 

Methodology 

Links to the online survey were forwarded by Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and 

Young People to several interest networks: Action for Sick Children Scotland; Contact A 

Family; Community Children’s Nurses; fSDC (for Scotland’s Disabled Children); and also via 

the CEN (Children with Exceptional Healthcare Needs) network, ERIC (Education and 

Resources for Improving Childhood Continence), and RCPCH (Royal College of Paediatrics 

and Child Health) Scotland. 
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A total of 91 completed surveys were received within the fieldwork period. Of the 14 

respondents who had selected the option to indicate that they were making one of a number 

of responses, there were, in fact, no multiple responses submitted. 

 

Interpretation of findings 

When interpreting the findings, it is important to remember that the sample is not a 

representative sample of parents and carers of children and young people with a disability 

and/or long-term health condition in Scotland.  Therefore, the findings in the survey are not 

necessarily indicative of the experiences of children and young people across the population 

as a whole. 

 

Due to instances of non-response, the percentages given are for the proportion of 

respondents who answered each question. Topline results from the survey are provided in 

the appendix to the report. Where base sizes in the topline tables do not sum to 91, this is 

due to non-response. 

 

Where percentages do not sum up to 100%, this may be due to rounding, the exclusion of 

don’t know/not stated categories, or multiple answers. 

 

Sample profile 

 
The majority (90%) of respondents were the mother of the child about whose experiences 

they were answering.  Six per cent were the child’s father. The largest age groups 

represented were 35-44 year olds (44%) and 45-54 year olds (40%).  

 

The majority (51%) of respondents lived in households with two children, while around a fifth 

lived in households with either one child or three children. Eighty-seven per cent of 

respondents were from a household with one child with a disability and/or long-term health 

condition, while 6% and 4% of respondents lived with two or three such children 

respectively. 

 

Respondents were living in 24 of Scotland’s 32 local authority areas, with the highest 

proportions of responses from Aberdeenshire (21%), Edinburgh (9%), Glasgow (8%) and 

Fife (7%). 

 

Children and young people 

 
Of the children and young people whose experiences were being discussed 69% were boys, 

while 31% were girls. Around a quarter of responses were about a child in either the 7-9 or 

10-12 age group, with 19% aged 13-15, 13% aged 4-6 and 12% aged 16-18.  

 

Table 1 below outlines the nature of the disabilities and health problems of the children and 

young people whose experiences were discussed. 
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Table 1. Nature of disability/health condition 

 % 

Developmental 60 

Learning 53 

Physical 49 

Sensory 45 

Behavioural 35 

Neurological 5 

Mental health 2 

Other 9 

 

Forty per cent of children were being educated within mainstream primary schools all of the 

time, with a further 13% in mainstream secondary schools all of the time. Twenty three per 

cent  were at special schools all of the time, with 7% and 3% full-time at special units in a 

mainstream primary or secondary school respectively. Smaller proportions of children were 

educated part-time across a number of types of school, as outlined in table 2 below. 

 
Table 2. Types of school attended 

Type of school All the time 
Most of the 

time 
About half 
the time 

Some of the 
time 

None/no 
answer 

 % % % % % 

Local authority pre-five centre 2 1 1 1 95 

Mainstream primary school 40 4 3 2 51 

Special unit in a mainstream 
primary school 

7 0 2 2 89 

Independent primary school 0 0 1 0 99 

Mainstream secondary school 13 0 2 1 84 

Special unit in a mainstream 
secondary school 

3 0 1 2 93 

Independent secondary school 0 0 1 0 99 

Special school 23 3 2 1 70 

Another type of school 1 0 2 0 97 

 

Independent use of toilets 

Respondents reported that 59% of children were able to use the toilet independently at 

home, while 41% were not able to do so. A slightly smaller proportion (55%) reported that 

their child was able to use the toilet independently at school, while 45% said that their child 

could not do so. 

 

Respondents whose child could use the toilet independently at home but not at school were 

asked to give reasons why this was the case. A range of opinions was given, with issues 

ranging from an overall lack of availability of support at school, to locked toilets, or the toilets 

themselves being unwelcome places: 

 

“State of school toilets, problems relating to other pupils hanging about toilets during break 

times. Lack of privacy, bullying, unsanitary conditions, no working locks on doors.” 

(Mother of 16-18 year-old boy) 
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“Needs help or supervision to successfully clean himself; this provision is not available at 

school. Will only use toilet, not [the] urinal, and only if [it is] clean and not busy in [the] 

bathroom.” 

(Mother of 7-9 year-old boy) 

 

“My son will not use the school toilets as you have to ask for a pass and the toilets are 

locked. You can't just pick a toilet, so he waits till he gets home which is not good for him as 

he has medical problems” 

(Mother of 13-15 year-old boy) 

 

Forty-five per cent of respondents said that they felt that their child received enough support 

to use the school toilets, while 23% felt that their child did not receive enough support. A 

further 32% were not able to give an opinion either way. 

 

Figure 1. Whether children receive enough support to use school toilets 

 

 

Respondents with children who were unable to use their school toilets independently were 

asked to provide information about the support their child received to help them use the toilet 

at school. There were several mentions of support staff or learning assistants being available 

to escort children to the toilet, or to assist children with complex conditions with aspects of 

their toileting needs: 

 

“He has a 1:1 Support Assistant. He can pull down clothing and sit on the toilet himself, but 

needs help to clean himself following a bowel movement. He cannot re-dress to an adequate 

level of presentation so his Support Assistant helps with this.” 

(Mother of 13-15 year-old boy) 
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“She has two Personal Support Assistants; however, she uses a cricket for transferring.” 

(Mother of 13-15 year-old girl) 

 

Other respondents felt that there was a lack of available support for their child.  There was 

also mention of designated disabled toilets being unavailable for children and being used by 

teachers instead. 

 

“It has been agreed at review meetings that my son can use the disabled toilet on the ground 

floor and be given a buddy pupil to accompany him to the toilet. This isn’t always being 

followed…  But my son informs me that he doesn’t get to use the disabled toilet as this is 

'the teachers’ toilet'!” 

(Mother of 4-6 year-old boy) 

 

School rules and access to toilets 

Forty per cent of respondents said that there were no school rules about when their child 

was allowed to use the toilet, while 34% said that there were rules. Of those who said that 

there were school rules about use of the toilet, 78% said that these rules applied to their 

child, with 11% saying that these rules did not apply to their child. 

 

The majority (60%) of respondents said that their child was allowed to use the toilet in both 

break and class times, while 9% reported that their child was only allowed to do so at break 

time. A further 9% said that there were scheduled times where their child could use the toilet.  

Breakdown of responses are shown in figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2. When children are allowed to use their school toilets 

 

 

Around three-quarters of respondents (73%) reported that their child used the same toilet as 

other pupils all the time, while 12% said their child did so sometimes. Equal proportions of 
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respondents said that their child used either a disabled access toilet or a specially-equipped 

facility all the time (28% in both cases). Just over one-third of respondents said that their 

child sometimes used a disabled access toilet, while 13% said that their child sometimes 

used a specially-equipped facility. Nine per cent said that their child sometimes used a staff 

toilet. 

 

Table 3. Types of toilet used by children and young people with disability/health condition 

 All the time Sometimes Never Don’t know Base 

 % % % % % 

The same toilet as other pupils 73 12 9 6 67 

A disabled access toilet 28 36 23 13 39 

A specially-equipped facility 28 13 40 30 40 

A staff toilet 0 9 64 27 33 

 

Standard of school toilet facilities 

Around three-quarters of respondents said that they had seen the toilets in their child’s 

school, while the remaining quarter said that they had not seen these facilities. Opinion was 

divided in terms of whether or not respondents’ children’s school had toilet provision that 

was adequate to their child’s circumstances: 49% felt that provision was adequate, while 

40% felt that it was not. 

 

When asked the extent to which the school was equipped to support their child’s toileting 

needs, equal proportions of respondents felt that the school was equipped either a great 

deal (28%) or a fair amount (28%).  A further 20% were of the opinion that the school was 

not very well equipped to support their child’s toileting needs, while 8% felt that the school 

was not equipped at all. 

 

Figure 3. How well equipped schools are to meet toileting needs

 Version 1 | Public (DELETE CLASSIFICATION)   Version 1 | Internal Use Only   Version 1 | Confidential    Version 1 | Strictly Confidential© Ipsos MORI
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Respondents were asked the extent to which there was a plentiful supply of resources (hot 

water, toilet roll, hand towels and soap) in the toilets at their child’s school. Around a third of 

respondents said that each of these resources are always in plentiful supply. As can be seen 

in figure 4 below, a fifth said that hot water and toilet roll are usually in plentiful supply, while 

similar proportions said that hand towels (14%) and soap (13%) are usually in plentiful 

supply. Twelve per cent of respondents reported that soap was rarely or never in plentiful 

supply, with 9% saying that hand towels were rarely or never in plentiful supply and 7% 

saying that hot water was rarely or never in plentiful supply. 

 

Figure 4. Availability of resources in school toilets 

 

Respondents were asked to describe the overall standard of the toilets in their child’s school. 

Only 20% of respondents said that the standard of their child’s school toilets was very good, 

while 29% rated them as fairly good and a further 28% said that their child’s school toilet was 

either very or fairly poor (see figure 5 below).  
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Figure 5. Parental rating of overall standard of school toilets

 

 

Respondents were also asked to rate how comfortable or uncomfortable their child feels 

about using the toilets at their school.  Opinion was somewhat divided. As shown in figure 6 

below, 22% said that their child was very comfortable, while 20% said they were fairly 

comfortable. On the other hand 21% said that their child was very uncomfortable and 12% 

reported that their child was fairly uncomfortable overall. 

 

Figure 6. How comfortable or uncomfortable children feel about using their school toilets
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