
Autism Task Force 

BENEFITS OF RECREATION 

Recreational activities are a hallmark of  childhood, and they 

contribute to the development of  confidence in all children.  

Children with autism, though, have unique needs that must be 

considered when choosing recreational activities.   
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WHO KNOWS 

YOUR CHILD 

BETTER THAN 

YOU DO? 
 

Before enrolling in any 

recreational program, answer 

these three questions: 

 

1. Has my child expressed      

interest in this activity? 

Find out if your child can 

preview any new activity, or try 

it out in a 1-1 setting.  Make 

sure you can switch to a 

different program if your first 

choice is not a good fit. 

 

2. How is the activity 

structured? 

Determine the level of structure 

dictated by your chosen 

activity, and make sure it is a 

match with your child’s 

comfort level.  If the program 

is loosely structured and 

requires your child to process a 

great deal of information and 

make decisions (e.g., sports 

activities), be sure that this will 

not detract from his/her 

enjoyment.  

 

3. Are my childôs sensory 

needs compatible with the 

recreational activity? 

Consider all of the sensory 

areas that may be involved 

(visual, auditory, tactile, taste, 

smell).  Determine if the 

program meets your child’s 

needs for movement and/or 

down time, and if it can 

provide space for regulation/

calming should it become 

necessary.   

 

LAYING THE RIGHT FOUNDATION 

New and unfamiliar surroundings and situations are unsettling for nearly all children, but 

they can be especially unnerving for those on the autism spectrum.  A little groundwork 

on your part can go a long way toward making your child’s recreational experience more 

enjoyable and successful.   

 

Prior to your child’s first day, make it a point to: 

Visit the location and take pictures. 

Write a social history describing who, what, when, and where. 

Provide instructors/coaches with a copy of proactive supports that help your child 

succeed. 

Discuss whether your child will phase into the program or attend full time from day 

one. 

 

Children benefit from different levels of preparation.  Please customize the above sugges-

tions to fit your child’s unique needs. 



TYPES OF 
RECREATIONAL 
PROGRAMMING 

 

There are different levels of  programming available.  

Be sure to select the one that you feel will be the best 

match for your child’s individual needs. 

 

INCLUSIVE programs are designed for typically 

developing peers, but make accommodations or 

modifications for children with special needs (e.g., 

park districts, YMCA).  

 

SPECIAL programming is tailored specifically for 

children with disabilities (e.g., special recreation 

associations, Special Olympics, therapeutic 

recreation).                            

 

Choosing the right type of 

recreational program-

ming can help to ensure 

both a more successful 

experience for your 

child and greater 

peace of mind for 

yourself.  

OTHER FACTORS TO 
CONSIDER 

You probably have a hundred questions to ask a potential 

recreational provider, but here are few of the more impor-

tant ones: 

 

Where is the program located?  (A single location provides 

more structure and consistency for children.) 

How large is the group?  What are the age ranges? 

What is the staff-to-student ratio?  What is the level of training 

of the staff? 

Are the program staff familiar with the supports my child 

needs to be successful, and can they implement them? 

How much adult support is available? 

What is my child expected to do independently? 

What skills contribute to success in this program? 

What supports for behaviors or skill deficits are needed for 

success (e.g., schedules, communication systems, sensory 

diets, facilitation with social interactions)?  

 

For future reference, keep a written record of activities that 

your child has tried.   

For each venture, note the level of success, what supports were 

helpful, and what obstacles had to be overcome.  Be sure to write 

down the names of staff members who worked successfully with 

your child, and indicate what helped them work so well together.  

Use this information when choosing the next recreational 

activity for your child. 

 

If you have any questions 

or would like more 

information, please contact 

Judy Katz 

Jewish Child & Family 

Services 

847-412-4380 

judykatz@jcfs.org  

IF PROBLEMS ARISE... 

In spite of all your diligence and advance 

planning, it is still possible that you will 

encounter some bumps in the road.  When 

this happens, it is important that you engage 

in proactive problem-solving with the staff.  

  

Think of the problem as a learning 

opportunity.  Try to identify what made this 

particular activity difficult for your child.  

You may be able to preempt similar 

situations from happening, while at the same 

time teaching new skills that will enable 

success in the future. 


