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INTRODUCTION

Parents, carers and professionals often 
seek advice on how to make their 
environment more autism-friendly. This 
booklet gives some guidance on 
changes that can be made to a space – 
be it one room or a whole building – that 
will benefit children and adults with an 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

Throughout this booklet we have used 
the term ASD that includes classic / 
Kanner autism, Asperger Syndrome and 
high-functioning autism (HFA).

AUTISM SPECTRUM 
DISORDERS AND SENSORY 
SENSITIVITY

People with an Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD) can find it incredibly hard 
to make sense of the world. Everyday life 
can be confusing, meaningless or even 
frightening. Understanding and 
communicating with other people is 
particularly difficult, which can leave 
people very isolated.

People with an ASD have difficulties with 
social interaction, social communica-
tion and social imagination – sometimes 
known as the ‘triad of impairments’. 
Because ASD is a spectrum condition, 
it affects every person in a different way 
and people will experience different 
degrees of difficulty.

Many people with an ASD have sensory 
sensitivity. This can affect one or more 
of the five senses – sight, sound, smell, 
touch and taste. A person’s senses can 
be over-developed (hypersensitive) or 
under-developed (hyposensitive): both 
can impact on how a person experiences 
and copes with different environments.
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For example, a person with an ASD may 
find certain background sounds, which 
other people ignore or block out, 
unbearably loud or distracting. This can 
cause anxiety or even physical pain. 
People who are hyposensitive, 
meanwhile, may not feel pain or 
extremes of temperature. 

It is important to understand the 
difficulties that people with an ASD face, 
how they are affected by their 
environment, and to think about how 
different environments can be adapted to 
make them less confusing or 
challenging.

This booklet contains a number of
different strategies which you may find 
useful. Not every person with an ASD 
will need all the strategies covered in this 
booklet, and attempting to modify every 
aspect of a particular environment would 
be unrealistic. However, understanding 
how different environments may affect 
different people with an ASD can help to 
make the world a more accessible place 
for them.

CREATING A 
WELL-STRUCTURED 
ENVIRONMENT

One of the most effective ways of 
helping a person with an ASD to cope 
with the difficulties they may 
experience is to create a well-structured 
and supportive environment. This need 
not involve physically changing the 
environment – you may perhaps only 
make minor changes – but should focus 
on putting in place a routine and some 
useful support strategies for the person 
with an ASD.

Autism-Specific schools make use of the 
principles of TEACCH, and SPELL as do 
some of the autism-adapted schools.  

The following sections explain how you 
can apply these principles yourself; for 
example, at home, in school or at an 
adult service.
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This structural requirement affects all aspects of the daily routine. 
 So all sudden changes need to be avoided as far as possible.
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SPELL

SPELL stands for Structure, Positive, 
Empathy, Low arousal and Links. The 
SPELL framework recognises the unique 
needs of each person with an ASD and 
emphasises that all planning and 
interventions should be organised with 
these needs in mind.

STRUCTURE

The main reason for incorporating 
structure into the daily life of a person 
with an ASD is to help them to predict 
events and avoid anxiety – many people 
with an ASD are happier if they know 
what they are going to do on a given day.

Sudden changes to a person’s daily 
routine need to be avoided as far as 
possible: cancelling activities without 
prior warning and changes to staffing or 
teaching methods can all increase 
anxiety. 

POSITIVE

A positive approach means encouraging 
people with an ASD, wherever possible, 
to develop their skills by giving them 
opportunities to try new activities in a 
supportive and caring environment. If the 
person undertakes tasks that can 
realistically be accomplished, this will 
help to increase their self-esteem and 
self-confidence.

This may mean structuring the person’s 
day so that they have time to reflect on 
their achievements while doing 
something they enjoy.

EMPATHY

As a parent, carer or professional, you 
need to understand and empathise with 
the way that a person with an ASD 
experiences the world, and also how they 
can be helped to overcome their 
difficulties. 

LOW AROUSAL

Many people with an ASD can be very 
sensitive to noise, light, heat or smells. 
Therefore, it is important that lessons 
and activities are carried out in a calm 
environment, free as far as possible from 
disruption or noise which may make them 
feel anxious. Strategies for dealing with 
this are discussed in more detail later on 
this booklet. It’s possible that your tone of 
voice or body language can cause anxi-
ety. Speaking calmly and using slower 
body movements will help.
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LINKS

Links refers to good communication 
between parents and carers, and 
teachers and other professionals. This 
can help to reduce the possibility of 
misunderstanding or confusion and 
promote learning, as everyone involved 
with the person follows the same, 
consistent approaches.

The SPELL framework can be used to 
support anyone with an ASD and is 
complimentary to other approaches, 
such as TEACCH. For further information 
about SPELL, visit 

www.autism.org.uk/spell

TEACCH

The TEACCH programme was devised 
in America by Division TEACCH in North 
Carolina. It stands for Treatment and 
Education of Autistic and Communication 
handicapped Children. TEACCH aims 
to provide a structured environment in 
which a person with an ASD can be more 
independent in a safe and calm setting. 
Every activity has a clear start, middle 
and end and is supported by the use of 
words, pictures, symbols or visual aids.

A STRUCTURED 
ENVIRONMENT

You can create an undistracting and 
functional area by thinking about the 
physical structure of a particular room 
or environment. Bookshelves, walls, 
furniture, soft furnishings and different 
flooring can all be used to create a calm, 
structured environment, and to help a 
person with an ASD recognise which 
activities typically take place in a 
particular room.

For example, a kitchen will usually 
have fitted cupboards and fixtures as 
standard, which helps to identify it, but 
all areas of the kitchen could also be 
labelled with words and/or symbols to 
assist a person with an ASD to use the 
room and the equipment with minimal 
support. Cupboards which contain food 
or hazardous materials could be locked 
when not in use.

Using particular colours that the 
person finds calming on the walls, or 
thick carpeting and double-glazing to 
minimise distracting sounds, are other 
ways of making an environment more 
autism-friendly. Visit www.autism.org.uk/
architects to read about how architects 
have consulted people with an ASD and 
the professionals who work with them, 
and used this information to design 
autism-friendly buildings.
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Cupboards which contain food or hazardous materials could be 
locked when not in use.



ENVIRONMENT & SURROUNDINGS

PAGE 9

SCHEDULING AND 
ROUTINES

A schedule allows people with an ASD to 
have ownership of their daily or weekly 
timetable.

In an educational setting, children and 
young people can have individual 
timetables where each lesson has its 
own card – featuring pictures, words or 
both - which the student can place by 
their workstation in the classroom or 
carry around with them. They will then 
have a visual order of events which they 
can refer to during the day for 
reassurance. If the timetable is made with 
a Velcro backing, students can remove 
all the cards at the end of the day to 
signify that the timetable for that 
particular day has finished and that it is 
time to go home.

The same principle can be used in 
lessons to illustrate the different tasks 
that the student has to complete – or, 
indeed, at home to show what activities 
will be taking place during the evening.

You can also make sure that individual 
tasks and activities have a routine or 
structure. For example, when a person 
with an ASD gets dressed in the morning 
their clothes could be laid out from left to 
right in the order that they should be put 
on.
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You can also make sure that individual tasks and activities have a 
routine or structure. For example, when a person with an 

ASD gets dressed in the morning their clothes could 
be laid out from left to right in the order that 

they should be put on.
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MODIFYING THE 
ENVIRONMENT

Sometimes, small changes to an 
environment can really benefit people 
with an ASD. The following section talks 
about these kinds of changes in more 
detail. Many are small, practical
modifications which you can make in 
your own home.

SAFETY

Some people with an ASD have little 
or no awareness of danger, which may 
mean you need to take special precau-
tions with everyday objects, such as 
heaters and electrical sockets, and also 
consider carefully your child’s safety 
when they are in the home or out and 
about.

Locks or high handles on cupboards will 
help to secure substances that could be 
dangerous, such as medicines or clean-
ing products, and bring peace of mind: 
they allow more freedom, not less. High 
handles or a loop and catch at the top of 
cupboards may be a little easier – you 
won’t have to worry about keys and they 
can be more discreet.

Electrical sockets should, ideally, be 
located outside the bedroom and inside 
locked cupboards, so that people with an 
ASD can use music systems, televisions 
and other electrical items freely and 
safely. A plug lock can also be installed 
to prevent anyone putting their fingers in 
plug sockets or switching off appliances 
such as fridges, freezers and computers.

RUNNING AWAY
Some people with an ASD may run out 
of their house, school or service, or 
run away when out in the community. 
Parents and carers can use equipment 
to warn them when their child has run 
away, or sign up to safety schemes 
which help to reunite children and young 
people with their families. People with 
an ASD can carry an autism information 
card with emergency contact details, or 
wear an identity bracelet to use if they 
become separated from their family or 
carers.

Some families apply for a Disability 
sticker for their car which allows them to 
use parking spaces close to shops and 
other amenities.
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WINDOWS
Some people with an ASD enjoy the sound of hitting, or breaking, glass. To reduce 
the possibility of them causing harm to themselves, ordinary glass can be replaced by 
strengthened safety glass or covered with plastic.
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 LIGHTING
Fluorescent or harsh lighting can hurt the 
eyes of a person with an ASD. Many say 
that they can see these types of lights 
flickering or hear them hum, which can 
be very distracting, possibly even painful. 
Due to these difficulties, it is best to use 
soft lighting where possible. Adjustable 
lighting in some rooms can be calming.

It has been suggested that it is best to 
avoid using slatted blinds, particularly 
vertical ones, as these are distracting and 
may become the focus of obsessional 
behaviour, such as moving the head 
to create flickering sunlight. You may 
choose to use curtains, including 
blackout curtains, instead. If the person 
with an ASD has a tendency to pull on 
curtain rails, curtains can be held up with 
Velcro. 

Plastic stick-on covering can also be 
placed on windows, giving privacy while 
letting some light in. This product should 
be available from DIY stores.

NOISE
Children and adults with an ASD may 
find it difficult to filter out noises that other 
people can simply block out or ignore.

Furnishing can help to reduce noise 
levels in your home. For example, carpet 
or soft flooring is quieter than laminated 
flooring, which can be noisy to walk or 
play on. These sound-deadening 
furnishings can also create a feeling of 
cosiness and safety.

SMELLS
People with an ASD can become 
overwhelmed by subtle smells that other 
people may not even notice, such as 
someone’s deodorant or perfume, or the 
smell of fabrics. Clements and 
Zarkowska (2000) suggest using a 
background fragrance to block the 
intrusion of uncontrollable smells.

COLOUR
It is generally accepted that low arousal 
colours such as cream (not yellow or 
white) should be used for wall and 
ceiling colours. You should also keep soft 
furnishings fairly plain. Non-toxic paints 
should be used where possible when 
decorating for a person with an ASD who 
licks surfaces.

Patterned floors can be confusing to walk 
across and may increase anxiety. Some 
people with an ASD may become fixated 
when looking at flooring.

BEDROOMS

It is advisable to use strong bed frames 
and mattresses that are resistant to 
damage, as well as water-resistant, 
washable but ‘breathable’ bedding 
protection. This includes duvets, pillows, 
mattress covers, sleeping bag liners and 
absorbent bed pads.
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Patterned floors can be confusing to walk across and may 
increase anxiety. Some people with an ASD may 

become fixated when looking at flooring.
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ROOM LAYOUT AND DESIGN
Some people with an ASD can find it 
helpful if furniture is placed at the sides 
of a room and the central space is kept 
clear. Using colours that distinguish the 
walls, floors and furniture makes rooms 
easier to navigate.

It can be useful to keep children’s 
belongings in big, clear plastic boxes so 
that they can be easily stored away when 
not in use: the room will then be less 
cluttered and your child less likely to be 
distracted. Storing boxes on high shelves 
can also teach younger children the 
importance of communication, such as 
the need to ask for help to return the 
boxes to their places. 

BATHROOMS
Many people with an ASD have an ob-
session with water. Many people with an 
ASD will go to great length to get to water 
in the bathroom, toilet or kitchen.
 
It may be necessary to adjust your water 
temperature so that it is not too hot, 
especially if you know a person with an 
ASD who enjoys turning the taps on and 
off, and could potentially scald themself. 
This also allows the person to have more 
independence, whilst being safe.

SENSORY ROOMS

Some parents have created a sensory 
corner for their child to retreat to when 
necessary. A sensory corner is a distrac-
tion-free area with a seat that is screened 
off from the room by hanging a long sheet 
of dark fabric from the ceiling. A few of 
the following items could be placed in the 
sensory corner:

> fibre optics
> bubble tubes 
> mirror balls
> pinspot and colour wheel 
> bean bags.
> sound system to produce music

Godwin Emmons and McKendry Ander-
son (2005) suggest creating a ‘sensory 
bag’ or  ‘sensory basket’, which could 
contain a selection of sensory items that 
can travel around with the child or adult, 
and possibly help them to manage any 
stress, anxiety or sensory overload. They 
suggest that some or all of the following 
could be kept in the sensory bag:

> stress balls
> a whistle
> an unbreakable mirror so that the 
person with autism can see their own 
emotions
> two footprints that can be put on the 
floor for jumping or stomping
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Many people with an ASD have an obsession with water. Many 
people with an ASD will go to great length to get to water in the 

bathroom, toilet or kitchen. 
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GARDENS
Gardens can be useful outlets for people with an ASD: some find running around in the 
garden an effective way of relieving stress in a safe environment.

Some parents also have a trampoline or a punch bag in the garden. These types of 
equipment do not have to be restricted to the garden; it can be useful to create a space 
to exercise inside the home as well. 
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The sensory world of the autism spectrum – a greater understanding*
> Shopping: strategies to help* > Using visual supports
> SPELL* > TEACCH*

Multisensory Rooms and Environments
Controlled Sensory Experiences for People with Profound and Multiple Disabilities
Susan Fowler. Foreword by Paul Pagliano  ISBN: 978-1-84310-462-9, 
This unique, fully photocopiable resource offers guidance and materials to aid those 
developing multisensory environments - artificially engineered spaces that encourage 
relaxation, social skills and learning by stimulating the five senses.

Sensory Stimulation
Sensory-Focused Activities for People with Physical and Multiple Disabilities
Susan Fowler . Foreword by Hilary Johnson. ISBN: 978-1-84310-455-1, 

We learn about the world constantly through our senses and by interacting with it. 
Children explore and play in different environments and in doing so they find out what 
burns them or hurts them, what can be eaten, which things smell nice and what differ-
ent sounds signify. 
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Autism South Africa office.

The material contained in booklets numbered 1 through to 12, was provided by UK 
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Africa.
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4.   Going to the doctor: a guide for children with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
      By Emma Jones.
5.   Patients with an Autism Spectrum Disorder – information for health professionals. 
      By Christine Deudney.
6.   Classroom and playground support for children with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
      By Prithvi Perepa.
7.   Why does Chris do that? By Tony Attwood.
8.   Environment and surroundings - How to make them autism-friendly. 
      By Anh Nguyen.
9.   Asperger’s Syndrome from diagnosis to solutions – A guide for parents. 
      By Tony Attwood.
10. Working with an Asperger pupil in secondary schools. 
      By Judith Colley.
11.  The sensory world of the autistic spectrum: a greater understanding. 
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