CAMPING TRIPS: A COMPLETE GUIDE FOR CHILDREN AND TEENS WITH AUTISM
Executive Summary

Camping promises starry skies, campfires, and time away from screens, but for autistic
children and teens it can also feel like stepping into chaos. Tents flap, zippers screech,
crickets chirp, wind rattles trees, and unfamiliar animal sounds break the silence at night.
The ground feels uneven under a sleeping bag, bug spray is sticky, campfire smoke burns
eyes and nose, and nighttime bathrooms may be dark and far from the tent. Without a plan,
even a short camping trip can quickly become overwhelming for your child and exhausting
for you.

This guide breaks camping into clear, age-specific systems for childhood (5-10 years),
tweens (10-14 years), and teens (14-18 years). You will find step-by-step camping plans,
sensory-friendly strategies, detailed parent/caregiver scripts, meltdown and nighttime fear
protocols, and realistic expectations for each stage. A universal section explains how
sleep, nutrition, hydration, gut comfort, and temperature regulation (“peace in the body”)
make occupational therapy (OT), sensory strategies, and behavioral tools work better in the
camping environment. You are not trying to “toughen up” your child; you are designing a
camping experience around their nervous system so that everyone can come home proud
and more confident.
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CRITICAL DISCLAIMER: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

This guide is educational only—not medical, insurance, or legal advice. Coordinate with
qualified healthcare professionals (doctors, pharmacists, therapists, and outdoor/park
professionals when needed).

Childhood (5-10 Years): Camping Foundations and Systems
Why Camping Is Overwhelming at This Age

For younger children, camping is a complete sensory and routine shock. Sounds (tent
zippers, crickets, wind, campfire crackle, owls), textures (dirt under the tent, sleeping bag
fabric, sticky bug spray), smells (smoke, bug spray, bathrooms), and sights (deep darkness,
flickering fire, huge starry sky) all hit at once. Temperature drops at night, wind gusts shake
the tent, and bathroom trips may involve walking in the dark. A child who already struggles
with loud noises, new sensations, or transitions can quickly reach sensory overload.



Most younger autistic children do best with very short camping experiences at first. A

realistic target is a single overnight at a quiet, family-focused campground within easy
driving distance, with thorough backyard practice beforehand and a full backup plan to
leave early if needed.

Childhood Foundation Checklist (Parent/Caregiver)

Use this quick assessment before you commit to a campground.

Area Question for You Yes/No
. Do | know whether my child is most bothered by dark, bugs,
Sensory Triggers
smoke, sounds, smells, or textures?
Backyard Has my child spent time in a tent and sleeping bag at home or
Practice in the backyard at least once?

Bathroom Plan

Do | have a plan for bathroom use at night (bathhouse route or
portable potty in tent)?

Do | have a way to make the tent feel familiar (their own pillow,

Sleep Setup . . .

blanket, light, white noise)?
Campground Have | chosen a quiet, kid-friendly campground with a clean
Choice bathhouse near our site?

Do | have a realistic early-exit option (drive home or nearby
Backup Plan

hotel) if they cannot continue?

If several answers are “no,” start with backyard camping or a day trip to a park before an

overnight.

Sensory-Friendly Framework for Younger Kids

Area Common Challenge ||Helpful Adaptation

Night animals, tent
Sound noise, wind, campfire
crackle

white-noise app (rain or waves) inside tent

Noise-canceling headphones or soft earplugs;




Area Common Challenge ||Helpful Adaptation
Rough ground, Foam pad under sleeping bag, their familiar blanket
Touch sleeping bag feel, inside the bag, gentle explanation before applying
sticky bug spray bug spray
Sit away from main smoke plume, wipe hands and
Smoke, bug spray, s
Smell face after spray, choose campgrounds with indoor-
bathrooms .
style bathrooms when possible
. Small tent nightlight, headlamp with red mode,
. Deep darkness, bright o . . .
Sight . . short visits to the fire area with option to watch from
fire, star-filled sky .
a distance
Chilly nights, hot Layered clothing, warm socks at night, cooling towel
Temperature .
afternoons or small fan in warm weather

One-Night Childhood Camping Ladder

Treat the first trip like a single step on a ladder, not a test you must pass perfectly.

Step 1: Backyard Tent Practice (3 Nights Before)

Night 1: Set up the tent in the backyard. Let your child explore it during the day and

lie in it for a short time at night (with you nearby or inside).

Night 2: Same tent, same routine, with your child spending more time inside, maybe

falling asleep there before being carried inside later if needed.

Night 3: Try a “full run”: simple dinner outside, tent story, lights out, and a full night

in the tent if your child tolerates it.

Step 2: Choose a Nearby Campground

Pick a quiet, family-oriented campground within 60-90 minutes of home.

Look for sites away from generators and loud groups, with a bathhouse close to your

site.

Step 3: Realistic One-Night Plan (3 p.m.-9 a.m.)




Time Plan Notes
3:00 Arrive, park at your quiet site, walk together ) . i
L No rushing; orient your child calmly.
p.m. to see tent pad, bathhouse, and fire ring.
3:30 Set up tent (you lead, child helps in simple ||Use same tent, bag, blanket, and
p.m. ways). light as backyard practice.
4:00 . . . Sit at a distance if smoke or heat are
Short, supervised time near campfire area. ||. . .
p.m. intense. 10-15 minutes is enough.
5:00 Simple, familiar dinner (for example, Eat at your own site or a quieter
p.m. protein hot dogs, safe sides, water). picnic table.
Limited marshmallows (for example, 2-3), . .
6:00 ) Prevent sugar highs and sticky
then clean sticky hands and move away
p.m. . overload.
from fire.
7:00 Wind-down in tent: bathroom trip > .
Same sequence as backyard nights.
p.m. snack/water - story by headlamp.
8:00 Lights out, white noise on, you stay intent ||If they wake scared, repeat scripts
p.m. until child is asleep. and comfort steps.
Slow breakfast (for example, simple . . .
. Avoid rushing; frame the nightas a
Morning |[pancakes or cereal), gradual pack-up, . )
. . big accomplishment.
praise specific efforts.

Childhood Parent/Caregiver Scripts

Before the Trip (Home):

“We are going to try camping for one night. That means sleeping in a little fabric house

called a tent. It will be darker and quieter than our house, and we will hear new sounds like

crickets and owls. We will practice in our backyard so your body knows what it feels like. |

will sleep in the tent with you, and we have a plan to go home if it feels like too much. You

are not alone in this.”

At the Campsite, Showing the Layout:

“This flat space is where our tent will go. That building over there is the bathroom; we will

always walk there together. That ring is for the fire, and we can sit far away if the smoke




feels too strong. When we know where things are, they become less scary because our
brain has a map.”

At Night When They Hear Noises:

“That sound is an owl, a bird that stays awake at night and lives high in the trees. It is far
away and cannot come into the tent. The rustling is the wind moving leaves on the ground.
We are zipped safely inside our tent, and nothing is coming in. Let’s listen together for a
minute and then put on our white-noise sound so your brain can rest.”

If a Meltdown or Panic Happens in the Tent:

“Your brain and body are telling us that this is too much right now. You are not in trouble.
We are going to help you feel safer. First, headphones and your blanket. Next, we turn on
our soft sound. If this still feels too hard in a few minutes, we will go sit in the car where it is
quiet and cool. We can decide together if we come back to the tent or go home. Camping
should feel challenging but not impossible.”



Tweens (10-14 Years): Comfort, Autonomy, and Structure

Why Camping Is Complicated for Tweens

Tweens often like the idea of camping—campfires, s’mores, and “adventure”—but dislike
the reality of bugs, dirt, lack of WiFi, and uncomfortable sleeping surfaces. They are more
aware of social expectations and may feel pressured to “rough it” or hide their sensory

needs. At the same time, they are ready for more responsibility: helping with tent setup,
cooking, and planning.

Success at this age often comes from a glamping approach: improving comfort (air
mattress, fan or AC unit if allowed, better bedding) while giving tweens clear roles and
some control over the plan.

Tween Foundation Checklist (Parent/Caregiver)

Area

Question

Yes/No

Buy-In

Does my tween actually want to try camping, or is this mostly
my dream?

Comfort Gear

Do we have or plan to rent an air mattress, fan/AC unit, and
familiar bedding?

Technology Plan

Do we have clear rules about devices and downloaded offline
entertainment?

Does my tween know what jobs they will own (tent setup, fire

Role Clarity .

helper, dish duty)?
Backup Have we agreed on how we will handle “l want to go home now”
Boundaries moments?

Sensory-Glamping Framework for Tweens

Area Challenge Glamping/Structure Solution

Sleep Comfort

Back/hip pain, difficulty

Air mattress or thick pad, familiar pillow and
falling asleep on ground blanket, fan or AC unit if permitted




Area

Challenge

Glamping/Structure Solution

Bugs and Dirt

bites

Disgust, anxiety about

at camp

Long sleeves/pants, bug spray with clear
explanation, wipes and handwashing station

WiFi

Boredom/No

Anxiety about missing out,
restlessness

Downloaded games, offline playlists, simple
card or board games, stargazing or story time

Peer Pressure

Embarrassment about
comforts or sensory tools

Reframe glamping as smart camping: “We
camp in a way that works for our bodies.”

1-2-Night Tween Glamping Plan

Pre-Trip Week: Backyard Glamping Test

e Setup the tent with air mattress and fan/AC in the backyard.

¢ Have your tween lead as much of the setup as possible.

¢ Test one full night: their bedding, fan sound, and offline entertainment.

At the Campground (1-2 Nights):

Phase |Focus What Tween Does What You Do
i . ||Point out quiet spots and
. o Walks with you to see bathhouse, fire
Arrival |Orienting . . agree on “escape” tent
ring, and campsite. .
or car location.
. Leads tent and air mattress setup Offer help only when
Setup ||Ownership . .
using steps practiced at home. asked or for safety.
. Helps prep dinner (washing veggies, ||Manage heat, fire safety,
) Mixed fun and ) ]
Evening . arranging skewers), chooses offline |jand ensure a calm
downtime . . . .
activity (cards, reading, game). transition to bedtime.
Sleep in own Uses headphones or fan noise to Sleep nearby, ready to
Night |tentorshared [settle; can textyou asimple code respond without
tent word if overwhelmed. hovering.




Phase |Focus What Tween Does What You Do

i i Helps with takedown and packing; Listen and log their
Morning|Closing the loop|| . .
gives feedback about what worked. |[comments for next time.

Tween Parent/Caregiver Scripts

About Comfort vs. “Real Camping”:

“Different people camp in different ways. Some people sleep on the ground with no
padding, and some people use air mattresses and fans. For your body and nervous system,
the second option makes more sense. Using comfort tools does not make you less brave; it
makes it more likely you will actually enjoy being here instead of just suffering until we can
leave.”

About Limited WiFi:

“This campground does not have strong WiFi, and that is part of why it is quieter and better
for your brain. We will download games, music, and maybe a movie before we go so your
device can still be fun offline. You can tell your friends you will be off-grid for a day or two
and check messages when we get back. Being offline for a bit is not punishment; itis a
reset.”

When Anxiety or Overload Shows Up:

“l can see your shoulders are tense and your voice is sharper. That tells me this is starting
to feel like too much. We have options. We can go into the tent with the fan on, you can put
in your earbuds, have a snack and some water, and then decide if you want to try again or if
you are done for today. Your comfort and safety matter more than doing ‘all the camping
things.”



Teens (14-18 Years): Camping as Life-Skills Training
Why Camping Matters for Teens

For autistic teens, camping can be a powerful way to practice adult-life skills: planning,
packing, cooking, navigation, group leadership, and emergency thinking. Hammock
camping, fire-building with a fire steel, water filtration, and meal planning can be taught
stepwise. At the same time, teens are still managing sensory sensitivities, anxiety, and
energy limits.

The goal is to treat camping as a training ground for independence, not just a family
outing. You offer safety boundaries and backup, while your teen gradually takes the lead.

Teen Foundation Checklist (Parent/Caregiver)

Area Question Yes/No

Does my teen want more independence and skill-building, not
just a forced family trip?

Motivation

Have they practiced hammock or tent setup, fire safety, and
basic cooking at home or in the backyard?

Basic Skills

o Have we clearly set boundaries around fire, tools, water, and
Safety Limits .
being alone?

L Do we have an agreed check-in system and emergency plan
Communication

(text, location sharing, rendezvous spots)?

Health Does my teen understand their own limits with heat, sleep loss,
Awareness and sensory overload enough to ask for help?

Teen Skills and Sensory Framework

SkillArea |Camping Task Sensory/Autonomy Considerations
Shelt Hammock + rain fly or Practice at home reduces stress; choice of
elter
advanced tent setup sleeping setup can increase buy-in.

Using fire steel, building and Clear safety rules, gloves, and a stepwise
controlling a fire, coordinating |[teaching plan keep this from becoming
group meals overwhelming.

Fire and
Cooking




SkillArea |Camping Task Sensory/Autonomy Considerations
L Reading maps, using offline Quiet, focused tasks that play to pattern
Navigation , . .
GPS, choosing campsites and detail strengths.
Self- Recognizing when to step Builds meta-awareness they can use in
Regulation [laway, hydrate, eat, or rest work, school, and travel.

2-3-Night Teen Skills Plan

At Home (Weeks Before):

¢ Practice hanging a hammock correctly and sleeping in it at least twice.

e Practice using afire steel to start a small, safe fire under supervision.

e Cookone ortwo simple “camp meals” at home using the camp stove.

At the Campground:
Day Teen’s Lead Roles Your Support Role
. . Review safety (no dead trees, safe
Choose a safe site (tree spacing, . . .
. distance from water, lightning
. slope, distance from water); set up . . .
1 (Arrival) . . . |lconsiderations). Do final safety checks on
hammock and rain fly; participate in . )
. . o hammock height, knots, and fire
first fire-building.
placement.
Help lead group dinner (assign .
. Keep an eye on time, temperature, and
1 tasks, manage cooking sequence), . . . .
. . . group dynamics; intervene only if safety is
(Evening) |[suggest a simple group activity ¢ risk
at risk.
(stargazing, short night walk, story).
Filter water, adjust meals or .
Reflect with them: what went smoothly,
schedule based on weather and .
2 . . |lwhat surprised them, what they would
group energy; optionally teach a skill
.. change.
to siblings or peers.
9_3 Sleep in hammock independently Stay nearby, with clear plan for what
with agreed-upon check-ins. happens if they text or call at night.

Teen Parent/Caregiver Scripts




Setting the Frame:

“This trip is less about ‘having fun all the time’ and more about testing and growing your
skills in a controlled way. You will be choosing the campsite, setting up your own sleeping
space, helping with fire and food, and making decisions when things change, like if it rains
or the wind picks up. | am here as a backup and safety check, not as a cruise director. We
will treat mistakes as data, not as failures.”

Talking About Limits:

“When you notice that the sound, heat, or social pressure is getting to you, that is not
weakness; that is feedback. Part of being an adult in outdoor spaces is knowing when to
step back, drink water, eat something real, or lie down and reset. If you do that on your own,
I will trust you with more responsibility. If you push until you explode, then | have to pull
back your freedom for safety. This is not a threat; it is a partnership.”

After a Tough Moment:

“When you snapped during dinner prep, that was your nervous system saying it was
overloaded, not you being a bad leader. You kept everyone safe, stepped away, got some
quiet, and then came back. That is exactly the kind of course correction adults have to
make all the time. Let’s think about what might help next time—maybe a quick snack and
water before you start cooking, or having one fewer task on your plate at once.”

Universal Systems, Biomedical Support, and Next Steps
Universal Camping Tips (All Ages)

¢ Backyard First: Practice tent or hammock setups and at least one full “mock night”
at home before going to a campground.

¢ Bug Spray and Clothing: Long sleeves and pants plus correctly applied bug spray
reduce bites and worry; always explain what you are doing and how long the
sensation will last.

« Bathroom Strategy: Always use the bathroom before bed; consider a portable potty
in the tent for kids who are terrified of night walks; make morning bathroom a
predictable first step.

¢ Campfire Safety: Keep at least a three-foot distance from the fire, supervise at all
times, have water on hand, and fully extinguish until cold to touch.

¢ Meltdown Plan in the Car: See the car as a mobile “quiet room” with climate
control. Headphones, a comfort item, protein snack, and 20 minutes of silence can



reset many escalating situations. If it does not, going home is a wise choice, not a
failure.

Biomedical Considerations in Camping (Educational Only)

Camping stresses your child’s body differently than home life: variable temperatures, more

physical movement, new foods, and unusual sleeping conditions. Many autistic children

and teens already struggle with sleep, gut discomfort, hydration, and temperature

regulation. When those factors are calmer, camping is far more manageable.

Sleep: Protect the nights before your trip as much as possible—regular bedtime,
familiar sleep routines, and, if relevant, any doctor-approved sleep supports.
Children who are already sleep-deprived will struggle much more with the demands
of camping.

Nutrition and Blood Sugar: Plan for steady protein and fat intake at breakfast and
throughout the day rather than relying on sugary snacks. This helps prevent sharp
mood swings and energy crashes that can trigger meltdowns.

Hydration and Electrolytes: Encourage regular small sips of water. On hot days or
hikes, and only if your child’s doctor agrees, consider small amounts of electrolyte
drinks to support hydration. Dehydration often shows up as crankiness, headaches,
or “l hate everything” behavior.

Gut Comfort: If your child has constipation, diarrhea, reflux, or other gut
challenges, work with your healthcare team beforehand on a plan that can be
maintained while camping. Some families, guided by their clinicians, use diet
changes or probiotics to help reduce discomfort. A child whose stomach feels safer
is more available for camping skills and fun.

Medication and Supplement Timing: If your child takes daily medications,
vitamins, or other supplements, ask your prescriber how to keep the timing steady
when wake and sleep times shift. Do not change doses or products on your own
right before a trip; the middle of the woods is not the place to trial something new.

The idea is not to turn you into a doctor. It is to notice that when your child’s body is less

inflamed, less exhausted, and less distressed, camping—and OT and behavioral strategies

used during camping—become far more effective. Share your observations with your

healthcare and therapy teams, and let them help you refine the biomedical side of your

plan.

Tracking Camping Success



You can gently track progress over time:
¢ How faryou got on the “ladder” (backyard only > one night > two nights).
¢ How your child slept (time to fall asleep, number of night wakings).
¢ How many major meltdowns occurred and how quickly recovery happened.
¢ Which sensory tools were actually used and helpful.

¢ Whether your child or teen said they would be willing to go again, and under what
conditions.

This information lets you tune future trips to your child’s real profile instead of guessing
each time.

Final Message

Camping with an autistic child or teen is not about proving that your family can do what
everyone else does. It is about introducing the outdoors in a way that respects your child’s
nervous system, your own limits, and your family’s values. Maybe your path is backyard
tents for a whole year before a single night away. Maybe your tween thrives with glamping
comforts and offline games. Maybe your teen discovers pride in hanging a hammock,
starting a fire safely, and leading a group meal.

Every attempt—no matter how short—teaches you something about what helps your child
feel safe, capable, and connected. When you layer solid biomedical support, thoughtful
sensory planning, and clear scripts over time, you build not just good camping trips, but
stronger, more confident humans. That is the real destination.
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