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Atwood RV Water Heater Troubleshooting Guide

Owning an Atwood RV water heater gives you the convenience of instant hot water no matter where your travels

take you. However, like any appliance that relies on electricity or propane, it can develop issues that disrupt your

comfort and routine. This comprehensive troubleshooting guide is designed to help you diagnose, fix, and maintain

your Atwood water heater so you can keep your RV running smoothly.

Why This Guide Matters

Whether you’re a seasoned RV enthusiast or a first �time owner, knowing how to troubleshoot common water heater

problems can save you time, money, and the frustration of an unexpected cold shower. By following the steps

below, you’ll be able to identify the root cause of most issues, perform basic repairs yourself, and determine when

professional help is required.

Understanding Your Atwood RV Water Heater

Key Components

•  Heating Element – Converts electric current into heat.

•  Thermostat – Controls temperature and signals the element to turn on/off.

•  Float Switch – Detects water level and shuts off the heater when the tank is full.

•  Pressure Relief Valve – Releases excess pressure to prevent tank rupture.

•  Ventilation System – For gas models, ensures proper combustion.

Typical Models

Atwood offers both electric and propanewater heaters. While the troubleshooting steps overlap, certain issues are

specific to each power source. Make sure you identify your model type before proceeding.

Common Atwood Water Heater Problems

1. No Hot Water

When you turn on the hot water tap and nothing comes out, the problem could be a faulty element, a tripped

thermostat, or a power supply issue.

2. Inconsistent Temperature

Hot water that suddenly turns lukewarm or fluctuates indicates a thermostat malfunction or a failing heating

element.

3. Strange Noises

Clanking, popping, or whistling noises often point to mineral buildup or a failing pressure relief valve.

4. Leaking Water

A leak can result from a cracked tank, faulty seal, or a damaged pressure relief valve.

5. Overheating or Burning Smell



Persistent overheating or a burning odor usually means the thermostat is stuck, the element is damaged, or

ventilation is inadequate for gas models.

Step �by �Step Troubleshooting Guide

Preparation and Safety Precautions

1.  Disconnect Power or Propane – For electric units, unplug the heater. For gas models, shut off the propane 

supply.

2.  Allow the tank to cool for at least 30 minutes before opening the vent or inspecting the tank.

3.  Wear protective gloves and safety glasses to prevent burns or injuries.

Diagnosing “No Hot Water”

1.  Check Power Supply (Electric Models)\n    \n      Verify that the outlet is functioning by plugging in a known 

working device.

2.  Inspect the circuit breaker; reset if tripped.

•  Use a multimeter to test continuity. A reading of zero ohms indicates a functioning thermostat.

•  Replace if continuity fails.

•  Disconnect the element and test for continuity.

•  Replace if no continuity is detected.

•  Ensure it moves freely; a stuck float can prevent the heater from activating.

•  Clean or replace as needed.

Troubleshooting Temperature Fluctuations

1.  Check Thermostat Settings\n    \n      Set the thermostat to a higher temperature to see if the issue persists.

2.  Adjust if necessary; some units allow fine tuning.

•  Look for discoloration or visible damage.

•  Replace if the element appears compromised.

•  Press the valve handle; it should release water and then seal.

•  Replace if it fails to seal or leaks.

Addressing Strange Noises

1.  Drain the Tank\n    \n      Attach a hose to the drain valve and let the tank empty.

2.  Refill and observe if noises cease.

•  Use a long brush or a pressure washer to clean the interior.

•  Consider installing a water softener if hard water is an issue.

•  Ensure the vent pipe is not clogged or kinked.

•  Clear any obstructions and check for proper draft.

Resolving Leaks

1.  Identify Leak Source\n    \n      Check all connections, fittings, and the tank wall.

2.  Use a towel or paper towels to spot the exact spot.

•  Apply plumber’s tape to threaded connections.

•  Replace cracked seals or damaged hoses.

•  For a cracked tank, consider a professional repair or replacement.

•  Ensure it is functioning correctly; a faulty valve can cause leaks.



Handling Overheating or Burning Smell

1.  Inspect Thermostat Position\n    \n      Make sure it’s not set too high; adjust to a safe temperature.

•  Look for scorch marks or discoloration.

•  Replace if damage is present.

•  Ensure the vent pipe is clear and the exhaust is not blocked.

•  Check for proper combustion air intake.

•  Follow manufacturer recommendations for safe operating temperatures.

Regular Maintenance Checklist

Preventing problems is often easier than fixing them. Follow this maintenance schedule to keep your Atwood water

heater in top shape.

•  Monthly – Inspect the pressure relief valve by gently pressing the handle.

•  Quarterly – Drain the tank to remove sediment buildup.

•  Annually – Test the thermostat and heating element for continuity.

•  Annually – Check the float switch and replace if necessary.

•  Every 5 Years – Replace the heating element and thermostat if they show signs of wear.

When to Call a Professional

While many issues can be resolved with basic tools and knowledge, certain problems require the expertise of a

certified RV technician.

•  Severe corrosion or a cracked tank.

•  Persistent electrical faults that persist after replacement of components.

•  Ventilation problems in gas models that could pose fire or carbon monoxide risks.

•  Complex plumbing issues that involve the entire RV water system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the average lifespan of an Atwood RV water heater?

Typically, electric models last between 8 to 12 years, while propane models can endure up to 15 years with proper

maintenance.

Can I replace the heating element myself?

Yes, most Atwood models allow for easy removal and replacement of the heating element. Always disconnect

power and follow safety precautions.

How often should I flush my water heater?

Flushing every three to six months is recommended, especially if you live in an area with hard water.

What should I do if my water heater keeps tripping the breaker?

Check for a short circuit or a faulty thermostat. If the issue persists after replacing these components, consult a

professional.

Is it safe to use a water softener with my Atwood heater?

Yes, a water softener can reduce mineral buildup and extend the life of your heater. Ensure it is installed correctly



and compatible with your RV’s water system.

Conclusion

Maintaining and troubleshooting your Atwood RV water heater doesn’t have to be daunting. By understanding the

key components, recognizing common issues, and following the step �by �step guide above, you can keep your hot

water flowing reliably on every trip. Regular maintenance, combined with prompt attention to early warning signs,

will extend the life of your unit and ensure that every shower, wash, and rinse stays comfortable and efficient. Safe

travels and enjoy the warmth of your Atwood water heater wherever your adventures take you!
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