
 

 

 
 
 

 

Why a theatre trip might be stressful for your autistic pupils  
(and why you may not know it…) 
 
 
A trip to the theatre is one of the highlights of the year for many pupils. It can also be stressful for 
autistic pupils without extra support because it is a change in routine and because it is new.  
 
Why is this so stressful? Think about it from your autistic pupil’s point of view. They may never 
have been to this theatre before, or with school, and will never have seen this show before. That 
means they do not know if or where any potential stressors lie in this theatre trip. If these stressors 
exist they may be overwhelming and they might be invisible to everyone else (no one else has 
their brain!). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Potential stressors  

  For example… 
 

 Knowing where to go and what to say: how to find your way in, where to sit, will there 
be a toilet, will staff/actors talk to you…are you expected to reply and if so, with what 
type of words? All these things that may seem ‘obvious’ to other pupils but may not 
seem obvious to autistic pupils at all, and this may cause panic: what if they get it 
wrong and people laugh/are angry? 

 Understanding the play: Literal thinkers may find aspects of the play confusing or 
frightening 

 Sensory stressors (bright theatre lights, smoke, smell, noise, jostling could all be 
painful, and completely overwhelming) 

 Managing emotions: the stimulating environment of the theatre, the acting itself may 
stir big emotions in autistic pupils that are hard to manage 

 Knowing what to do: what if they become overwhelmed? They may have a safe space 
or person in school, but what about in the theatre? What would they do if they panic? 
While you might reassure an autistic pupil and say ‘just tell me if…’ the reality is they 
know that in a moment of panic they may be unable to speak. 
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How to help 
 

 Provide information beforehand about what will take place, about what time you will leave, 
how you will leave, when you will arrive and what you will find at the theatre. Provide this 
information visually, in a format like a daily schedule that they can read over and refer back 
to.   
 

 Check if the theatre has created visual supports for autistic visitors. Many theatres provide 
their own visual resources that you can download. For example see the Watermill’s 
wonderful information: 
https://www.watermill.org.uk/uploads/Visual%20Story%20Autumn%202020%20Version.pdf 
 
You should automatically provide this for all autistic pupils whether or not you think they 
need it (they may be masking!). Near the time of the performance a theatre may produce 
visual information about that specific show too, including notice of when there will be bright 
lights or loud noises. 

 
 Pack a travel kit of self-regulation aids with each pupil to help them manage sensory 

stressors. Think small sensory tools such as fidget cubes, stress balls, ear defenders that 
are individual to that child etc. Where possible a pupil should have these themselves (in 
their pockets for example) rather than having to ask for these. This is a good learning 
opportunity for self-regulation. 
 

 Think about snacks. Some autistic pupils have specific eating and drinking preferences. Be 
sure to pack what is acceptable to them to help them stay regulated. 
 

 Consider if an individual autistic pupil needs individual access to their seat. Theatres are 
busy and full of jostling as children find their seats. For any children who find noise and 
touch uncomfortable this is very difficult. Consider planning a seat for them at the end of the 
row so they can walk in last when it is quiet. It is important to ensure this will be a discrete 
entry so that the pupil does not feel that they ‘stand out’: so consider giving them a special 
role that means they have to wait and sit on the end (e.g. ‘snack monitor’, directing others, 
or giving out programmes). 
 

 Plan a safe space. Agree with your pupil what they can do and where they and a member of 
staff can go if they feel overwhelmed. Find a place in the theatre you can sit (theatre staff 
will help with this, just ask. Remember theatres are used to providing relaxed 
performances). 
 

 Consider a familiarisation visit. For autistic pupils who are very anxious, contact the theatre 
and discuss planning a familiarisation visit – many theatres are happy to arrange this. 
 

 
 

Please ask the Autism Team if you would like any more advice 

https://www.watermill.org.uk/uploads/Visual%20Story%20Autumn%202020%20Version.pdf

