Introduction: Why Theme Parks Feel Like Sensory Warfare

Theme parks promise magic with bright lights, exciting rides, and cheerful music, but for
children and teens on the autism spectrum they can feel like a nonstop attack on the
senses. Your child walks into a world filled with screaming crowds, blaring
announcements, flashing lights, strong smells, sticky surfaces, and rides that shake and
drop their body in ways that feel unpredictable and unsafe. Their brain has a harder time
filtering out background noise and visual clutter, so everything comes in at full volume at
the same time. That constant sensory flood can push their nervous system into survival
mode instead of joy.

On top of that, many children and teens with autism run out of energy faster on big days
because their bodies work harder to stay calm and organized. Heat, walking, standing, and
excitement all use up energy, and if their cells do not recharge well under stress it can lead
to sudden “crashes” that look like meltdowns, shutdowns, or complete exhaustion. Gut
discomfort, constipation, diarrhea, or nausea can make anxiety spike, and interoception
challenges mean your child may not even notice hunger, thirst, or overheating until their
body is already in trouble. None of this is your fault, and you are not “too sensitive” for
worrying about it.

The good news is that with planning, training, and the right tools, theme parks can become
places where your child has real wins, even if your day looks very different from other
families’. Success might be three rides and an early exit, a safe wave at a character from far
away, or your teen successfully using an independence plan. Your job is not to “do it all.”
Your job is to shape the day around your child’s nervous system so everyone comes home
feeling proud instead of defeated.

This guide shares practical, parent- and caregiver-friendly strategies to help you plan theme
park days that work better for your child and your whole family. It is for education only and
is not medical advice. Always contact your doctor or your child’s healthcare provider before
adding new foods, supplements, electrolyte drinks, cooling products, or any other health-
related strategies, especially if your child has allergies (such as dairy, nut, egg, gluten, or
other sensitivities) or medical conditions. Every child and teen with autism is unique, and
what helps one family may need to be adjusted for another. Use this guide as a starting
point, watch your child’s responses carefully, and work with your healthcare team to make
a plan that fits your child’s needs and your family’s values.

PART 1: FOUNDATION WORK

Section 1.1: Disability Systems (DAS vs IBCCES)



Before you book tickets, it helps to know what access tools the park offers so your child
does not have to stand in long, noisy lines. Most big parks now offer some form of disability
access that lets you get a return time for rides instead of waiting in the physical line. This
does not mean “skipping the line,” but it does mean your child can wait in a quieter place
with less pressure and then ride when it is their turn. Two of the most important systems to
understand are the Disability Access Service and the IBCCES Accessibility Card.

Disney parks use Disability Access Service (DAS) for guests who have developmental
disabilities, such as autism, that make traditional lines very difficult or impossible. Other
parks, including Universal and some regional parks, use the International Board of
Credentialing and Continuing Education Standards (IBCCES) Accessibility Card system.
Understanding the differences helps you decide what to apply for, which parks to prioritize,
and how to speak clearly when you call guest services.

Parent/Caregiver Phone Script for Calling a Park (Use 3-4 Weeks Before Visit)

“Hi, my name is [Your Name]. | am planning a visit on [date] with my child who is on the
autism spectrum. Long, crowded lines and loud environments are very hard for them, and
they can have meltdowns when they get overwhelmed. Could you please explain what
disability access options you currently offer for guests with autism, such as a Disability
Access Service or an IBCCES Accessibility Card? | would also like to know if you have
sensory-friendly hours, quiet rooms, or low-stimulation areas we can use. Finally, can you
tell me how and when | should apply so that everything is set up before we arrive? Thank
you for helping us plan a safe and enjoyable visit.”

Disney Disability Access Service

Feature IBCCES Accessibility Card
(DAS)

Where It Disney World and Disneyland Multiple parks (often Universal,

Works parks some regional and water parks)

Who It Serves

Guests with developmental
disabilities such as autism who
cannot tolerate traditional lines

Guests with a range of cognitive
and physical needs, including
autism and sensory challenges

How You Apply

Online or app-based process
that often includes a video call
and explanation of your child’s
needs

Online application through the
IBCCES website with documents
describing your child’s needs




Disney Disability Access Service .
Feature IBCCES Accessibility Card
(DAS)
. . Verification that you qualify for
Return times for one attraction Lo
What It . . L. accessibility support; parks then
. at a time instead of standing in .
Provides . . offer return times or other help
the physical line . .
based on their policies
Length of Often valid for a trip period or up ||Usually valid for a longer period (for
en o
V. l'i't to a set timeframe (policies can |lexample, a year), depending on the
alidi
4 change) program
Mai Very structured within Disney Can be used at many different
ain
systems; staff are trained parks that participate in the
Advantages .
specifically on DAS IBCCES system
Thi ¢ Whether your child’s needs Which parks accept the card, what
ings to
fg qualify, how many in your party |exactaccommodations they will
Clarify When .
Calli can be linked, and how often you|offer, and any extra steps at guest
allin
g can hold return times services

When you call, be clear that autism, sensory overload, and waiting in crowded lines are the

main challenges. You are not asking for a “perk” but for a way to keep your child safe and

regulated. Taking time to set this up before your visit reduces stress for everyone.

Section 1.2: Four-Week Training Plan Before the Park

You can gently prepare your child’s nervous system by practicing “mini theme park”

moments at home and in your community. The goal is not to erase their sensitivities, but to

help their brain recognize certain sounds, lights, smells, and movements as less

threatening because they are familiar and predictable. Working through a simple four-week

plan builds their confidence and shows you early warning signs before you step into the

real park.

Try these activities three times per day for 5-10 minutes each. Keep the tone light and

playful. If your child shows strong distress, stop, comfort them, and try again more gently

another day. Small, repeated steps are far more effective than pushing too hard all at once.




Daily Practice

What Might Go

Recovery Steps for

Week|[Focus O .
Activities Wrong Parent/Caregiver
Turn on a blender, Turn off the noise
music, or avacuum . immediately, move together
. Your child .
in another room for . to a quiet spot, and say, “The
. covers their .
Week|Sound short bursts while . loud sound is over. You are
. ears, cries, or .
1 Tolerance |your child has . safe with me. We can try
yells for it to . .
access to ¢ again another day if you
stop.
headphones and a P want.” Offer a favorite toy or
quiet corner. activity.
Stop the motion or lights,
Use a small . .
L Your child plant their feet or your feet
spinning toy or a .
. i freezes, looks |[firmly on the floor, and say,
simple string of
. . . . away, or “That was a lot for your eyes
Week|Light and |twinkle lights in a
. i . becomes and body. Let’s take some
2 Motion dim room. Practice
L. upset by the slow breaths together.”
gentle swingingina L .
. . . ||swirling lights ||Count three slow breaths
swing, rocking chair, . . .
or motion. with them and switch to a
or on your lap. . L
calming activity.
. Move to fresh air, wipe their
Introduce mild . .
. They gag, push ||hands with unscented wipes,
smells like popcorn .
. the item away, ||and say, “That smell or
or a lightly scented i . .
Week|Smells . . i or wipe their (texture did not feel good to
wipe while offering .
3 and Touch . hands you. Thank you for showing
safe textures like a i . Rk
. repeatedlyin |me. We can stick with the
soft blanket, fidget . .
distress. things that feel safer.”
toy, or play dough. . . .
Validate their reaction.
Combine short Over time, Leave the busy area, return to
Mini bursts of sound they become |ihe car or a quiet corner, and
Week Theme (music), light (small [Whiny, clingy, ||sive a snack and water. Say,
4 Park light toy), a fan, and |OF more easily |«That was big practice. You
Practice |\yalkingin a busier |UPsetthan did something hard, and now
usual.

place like a small

we rest. When you are ready,




What Might Go
Wrong

Daily Practice Recovery Steps for

Week|[Focus

Activities Parent/Caregiver

we can talk about what felt
good and what felt too big.”

store or quiet mall
during off-hours.

If your child never seems to get used to certain triggers, that is valuable information. It tells

you which rides, areas, or experiences to avoid or shorten on the real day. Every bit of

practice you do now reduces the chance of complete overload later.

Section 1.3: Go Bag for Sensory and Safety Support

Your go bag is your portable safety kit. It should hold everything your child needs to feel
safer, calmer, and more comfortable in a busy, hot, and unpredictable environment. Think

of it as a mobile “control center” that gives you options when things start to go wrong. Pack
it the night before, and review it briefly with your child so they know what tools they can ask

for.
Category |/Items to Pack How and Why It Helps Allergy/Safety Notes
Headphones soften
. . sudden loud noises;
Noise-canceling .
sunglasses or hats cut Check chewies are
headphones, . .
back on bright lights; latex-free and sturdy;
sunglasses or a . X . . .
Sensory ) chewy or fidget items give |supervise to avoid
. brimmed hat, a . .
Protection their mouth or hands a chewing through;
chewy necklace or . .
. safe, repetitive action; a make sure the fan has
small fidget, a . .
fan provides both cooling |[covered blades.
handheld fan
and a steady sound that
can be calming.
Fresh clothes and socks | choose soft fabrics
Comfort Light change of reset the body after spills, |\\ithout tags if your
omfor ; . Wi
P clothes, extra socks, |SWeat, or accidents; wipes | i q is sensitive;
an ;
Cooli wipes, a cooling help remove sticky ensure towels are
oolin ; . ;
& ltowel sensations; a cooling clean and free of
towel dipped in cool water || ., emical scents.
and placed on the neck or




Category |/Items to Pack How and Why It Helps Allergy/Safety Notes
head helps bring body
temperature down.
. . Always consider food
Multiple protein- . .
. allergies (dairy, nuts,
based snacks (such |Protein and fat help keep
. eggs, gluten) and
as cheese crackers, |[blood sugar steady, which .
choose safe options;
nut-free bars, supports mood and
Food and consult your doctor
. applesauce pouches,|lenergy; water and .
Hydration . before offering
or turkey sticks), two [electrolytes replace sweat )
. . . electrolyte drinks,
spill-proof water losses, especially in hot . . .
especially if your child
bottles, electrolyte |weather or on long days. ]
has medical
packets or tablets .
conditions.
Laminated park map || .. .
. . Visual tools lower anxiety
with key rides and .
. by making the day more
quiet areas marked, a . Keep personal
. . predictable; an . i
. simple visual . information secure;
Planning allergy/medical card helps i
schedule for the day, . use first name and
and staff support your child
. an allergy and i . . your phone number on
Identity . : . quickly if needed; having
medical information . R ID cards and
. printed documents avoids .
card, printed wristbands.
. . phone battery or app
disability access
problems.
documents
The charger keeps .
Portable phone T Always clear ginger or
. communication and apps .
charger, ginger . . supplements with your
working; ginger may help .
chews, any doctor- X doctor for possible
Backup . settle motion-related . .
approved calming . interactions or
Supports nausea; any usual calming .
supplement or allergies; store
L support can help your
medication your . . . properly and label
. child feel consistent with
child regularly uses . clearly.
home routines.

A well-packed go bag is an act of love and preparation, not overprotection. It gives you

choices when things are hard and helps you feel like you have something to offer besides

just saying, “Calm down.”




PART 2: CHILDREN AGES 5-10

Section 2.1: Soft Signs of Overload in Younger Children

Younger children often cannot explain in words that the noise is too loud, the smells are too

strong, or the crowd feels frightening. Instead, their bodies and behaviors give you early

“soft signs” before a full meltdown. Learning to spot these signs allows you to adjust the

plan sooner, move to a quieter spot, or offer tools from the go bag before things collapse.

Soft Si What You Might |What It Probably Helpful Parent/Caregiver
oft Sign
g See Means Response
They rock, spin, Gently offer a chewy necklace or
flap, pick at Their nervous system |fidget and say, “l see your body
Increased (their skin, or is trying to self- is working hard. Let’s move over
Fidgeting twist their regulate in arising to that quiet spot and use your
clothes more |wave of stimulation. |chewy while we look at the
than usual. map.”
They stop i
. ) Move slightly away from the
talking, stare at |[They are starting to .
Sudden crowd and say softly, “There is a
. the ground, or (shut down from too .
Quiet or . lot going on. You do not have to
. refuse to look |much input and may .
Staring ) talk.  am right here, and we can
at favorite feel frozen or scared.
. take a break.”
things.
Sit down together, offer a drink
They grab onto . .
L . Their energy is and a snhack, and say, “Your body
Clinginess |you, whine . .
dropping, and they looks tired and stressed. Let’s
or more, snap at
L L feel unsafe or rest our feet and have some fuel
Irritability (jsiblings, or .
overwhelmed. before we decide what to do
refuse to walk.
next.”
They may be Get to shade or air conditioning,
Physical | Theircheeks |, e heating or offer water with electrolytes if
Heatand |[re flushed, dehydrated, which ||approved, and place a cooling
Fatigue they feel hotto | o teads to towel on their neck while
the touch,or i, 61tdowns. reassuring them.




Soft Sign

What You Might |What It Probably Helpful Parent/Caregiver
See Means Response

their steps slow
down.

When you see more than one soft sign at a time, assume it is time to slow down, cool

down, or leave the area. Acting early is not giving in; it is smart prevention.

Section 2.2: Detailed Scenarios and Parent/Caregiver Scripts

Scripts give you words when your own stress level is high. You can practice them at home

and adjust them to your voice, but keeping the structure and calm tone will help your child

feel more secure. Each scenario below walks through what might happen, what you can

say, and how to recover if things go wrong.

1. Character Encounter Scenario

You approach a popular character. Your child has talked about this moment for weeks, but

now the costume, crowd, and noise are overwhelming.

Parent/Caregiver Script (Before Approaching):

“We are going to see the character from a safe distance. There will be bright colors
and people talking loudly, but you have your headphones and your sunglasses to
protect you. We can wave from our spot, and you get to decide if you want to go
closer or stay where it feels safe.”

What Might Go Wrong:
As you get closer, your child grabs your leg, cries, or tries to run away.

Recovery Script:

“You are telling me this is too close, and that is okay. We are going to step back right
now. You did something brave by coming this far. Let’s wave to the character from
over here and then go find a quiet bench together.”

2. Gentle Ride in a Dark Space Scenario

You choose a slow boat ride or gentle indoor attraction with dim lights. Halfway through,

there are sudden loud sounds or flashes your child did not expect.

Parent/Caregiver Script (In Line):
“This ride moves slowly, and sometimes it gets dark or has bright flashes. | will sit
right next to you and hold your hand the whole time. If it feels like too much, you can




squeeze my hand, and we will close our eyes and take deep breaths together until it
feels safer.”

What Might Go Wrong:
Your child starts screaming or shaking in the middle of the ride and cannot get off

right away.

Recovery Script (During and After):

“l hear how scared you feel right now. You are not alone. | am holding you, and this
ride will end very soon. Let’s close our eyes and count slowly to five together.” Once
off the ride: “You did something very hard, and now we are safe on the ground again.
We are going to a quiet room to rest, and we do not have to do any more dark rides
today.”

3. Public Bathroom Scenario
The bathroom has harsh smells, echoing sounds, and automatic toilets that flush loudly.

Parent/Caregiver Script (Before Entering):

“This bathroom might be bright and loud, and the toilets can flush by themselves. |
will stay right by your stall, and we can cover our ears if we need to. We will go in,
use the toilet, wash hands, and come back out quickly so we can get back to the fun
part of our day.”

What Might Go Wrong:
Your child refuses to go in at all, or an accident happens later because they held it
too long.

Recovery Script:

“You were trying so hard to handle that bathroom, and it felt like too much.
Accidents happen when our bodies are stressed. Let’s change into clean clothes,
use wipes to feel fresh, and find a calmer restroom or a family restroom next time.
We will keep learning this together.”

4. Parade or Show Scenario
A parade or show has loud music, bright costumes, and big crowds pressed together.

Parent/Caregiver Script (Choosing a Spot):

“The parade is going to be colorful and loud. We are choosing a spot back here
where there is more space. You can wear your headphones and hold your chewy. If
you feel like it is getting to be too much, you can tell me or squeeze my hand, and we
will walk away together. You never have to stay just because other people are
staying.”



¢ What Might Go Wrong:
Halfway through, your child covers their ears, starts to panic, and shouts that they
want to go home.

e Recovery Script:
“Thank you for telling me this is too loud and too much. We are leaving right now.
You did not do anything wrong. Let’s walk to a quiet area, sit down, have some water
and a snack, and give your ears and eyes a rest.”

Building a mental library of these phrases makes it easier to respond with calm and
empathy even when you are tired and overwhelmed too.

Section 2.3: 3:00 PM Crash Protocol for Younger Kids

Many younger children on the spectrum seem to “hit a wall” in the mid-afternoon. Their
energy, patience, and ability to filter sensory input all drop very suddenly. This often
happens between 2:00 and 4:00 PM and can turn a pretty good day into a disastrous one if
you try to push through. A simple protocol helps you decide whether to stay or go and gives
your child’s body a chance to recover.

Approximate

Step|/Action K
Time Needed

Purpose and Parent/Caregiver Notes

Move immediately to .
. Early action keeps overload from
shade or an air- . .
. exploding. Say, “We are taking a
conditioned space when i .
1 . L 5 minutes body break now. Your body is

you notice whining, . .
. working very hard, and we are going
slowing down, or extra .
L to help it calm down.”
clinginess.

. Food and hydration support energy
Offer a protein snack and .
. and mood. Explain, “Food and water
water, with an electrolyte . . .
2 Lo 10 minutes are like fuel for your engine. When
drink if your doctor has . .
. k your body is low on fuel, everything
approved it for your child. .
feels harder.

Use sensory tools: Sensory tools signal safety to the

3 headphones, sunglasses, 15-20 minutes|nervous system. Say, “We are

cooling towel, and a putting your shield on now—

favored fidget or soft item. headphones, glasses, and cooling




Step|/Action

Approximate
Time Needed

Purpose and Parent/Caregiver Notes

towel—to help your body feel safer
and cooler.”

After the rest, ask a simple
choice question: “Do you

Giving a controlled choice helps
them feel respected and prevents

shower or bath and a
simple meal.

the day

4 feel ready for one last 5 minutes .
. power struggles. Honor their answer,
gentle ride or would you ]
. even if you hoped to stay longer.
like to go home now?”
If you go home, keep the . .
. i Ending gently protects their nervous
transition calm: carride .
. . . Remainder of ||system and helps them remember
5 with quiet music, then a

the day as mostly positive rather
than a blur of meltdown.

Leaving while things are still mostly okay is not a failure. It is a wise, loving choice for a child

whose body and brain have already worked incredibly hard.

PART 3: TWEENS AGES 10-14

Section 3.1: Stealth Accommodations for Tweens

Tweens often feel very sensitive about looking “different” from peers. They may resist

obvious supports but still desperately need them. Stealth accommodations are ways to

protect their energy and reduce overload without drawing attention. Involving them in

choosing these supports helps them feel in control rather than managed.

Stealth Support

How It Works

Why Tweens Often Accept It

Park App and
Return Times

You quietly manage ride return
times on your phone, so they do
not stand in long lines.

It looks like normal tech use; you
are just “using the app like
everyone else.”

Wireless
Earbuds with
Music

They listen to a calming or
favorite playlist while waiting or
walking.

Earbuds are common for many
tweens and teens, so it does not
feel like a special “autism tool.”




Stealth Support||How It Works Why Tweens Often Accept It

You agree that they must stay

Buddy L L. It feels more like a safety game or
. within a certain distance, such . . .
Wristbands or . family rule than a disability
. as “l can always see you,” using .
Visual Rule accommodation.

wristbands or a visual cue.

o . You can frame it as “strategy” to
You alternate thrill rides with L.
Planned Cool- . maximize fun rather than as a
i very gentle rides or shows on
Down Rides “break” because they cannot
purpose.

handle more.

Parent/Caregiver Phone Script for Asking About Tweens’ Accommodations:

“Hi,  am planning to visit with my tween who is on the autism spectrum. They look very
typical on the outside, but standing in long, crowded lines and managing sudden changes
are extremely difficult and can lead to big meltdowns. Can you walk me through how we
can use your disability access options or return-time systems in a way that is low-key and
respectful of their privacy? | also want to know where your quiet or less busy areas are, so
we can plan built-in breaks without making a big scene. Thank you for helping us support
them in a way that still lets them feel independent.”

Section 3.2: Tween Ride Contract (Printable Table)

Tweens often overestimate what they can handle because they want to keep up with
friends or older siblings. Creating a ride contract together at home allows you to talk
through intensity levels in a calm setting and set firm boundaries before you get to the park.
Both of you sign it so that you can refer back to it when emotions run high later.

i Intensity Level
Height Approved
. . (Gentle / Parent Tween
Ride Name||Requirement Before the | . .
Moderate / . Signature Signature
Met? Trip?
Intense)
Space Intense (dark,
. Yes Yes
Mountain fast, loud)
Haunted Moderate (dark,
. Yes Yes
Mansion spooky effects)




Intensity Level

Height Approved
. . (Gentle / Parent Tween
Ride Name||Requirement Before the . .
Moderate / . Signature Signature
Met? Trip?
Intense)
Big Moderate
Thunder |Yes (coaster, some |Yes
Mountain drops)

Very Intense

Tower of .
Yes (major drops, No
Terror
fear themes)
Small Boat Gentle (slow,
. Yes . Yes
Ride predictable)

Parent/Caregiver Script When Using the Contract in the Park:

“We agreed at home that these are the rides that fit your body and your nerves right now. |
know it is tempting when friends are talking about the bigger ride, but we promised each
other we would stick to this list. My job is to protect you, and your job is to remember that
we made these decisions when we were both calm. We can always add more rideson a
future trip if your body is ready for it.”

Section 3.3: Tween Meltdown Response Scenarios

Tweens can feel embarrassed by meltdowns and may try to hold everything in until it
bursts. When that happens, they may say hurtful things, storm off, or shut down rather than
cry like a younger child. Your steady, non-shaming response will shape how they remember
the experience.

1. Overheating and Irritability in a Thrill Ride Line

¢ What Happens:
Your tween is in line for a thrill ride they really want. The line is longer than
expected, the sun is hot, and they start shnapping at you and complaining loudly.

¢ Parent/Caregiver Script:
“l can see that this line and the heat are really getting to you. Your voice is
sharper, and your face looks very hot. That tells me your body is starting to
struggle. Let’s step out of this line together, find some shade, and use your



earbuds and a drink to cool things down. We can decide later if this ride still
makes sense or if another one would feel better.”

2. Social Pressure to Ride Something Too Intense

What Happens:

Friends are daring your tween to ride something that was clearly marked “not
approved” on your contract, and your tween looks torn between wanting to
belong and feeling scared.

Parent/Caregiver Script:

“l know you want to be part of what your friends are doing, and that is a very
normal feeling. At the same time, we made a clear plan together because your
brain and body react very strongly to this kind of ride. | am going to hold that
boundary for you and say no to this one. You can tell your friends, ‘My family
already picked our rides for this trip,” and we can offer to do an approved ride
together instead.”

3. Shutdown After a Difficult Ride

What Happens:
Your tween insisted on aride, got through it, and now looks blank, refuses to
talk, and walks stiffly.

Parent/Caregiver Script:

“That ride took a lot out of you. Your face is very quiet, and your body looks stiff,
which tells me your nervous system is still on high alert. We are going to find a
cool, quiet place where you do not have to talk. Here is some water and a
shack. | am staying with you, and we will not make any decisions about more
rides until your body and brain feel safer again.”

Your calm protects their sense of dignity. You are modeling how to honor their limits, even

when the world around them is saying “just push through.”

PART 4: TEENS AGES 14-18 AND SIBLING SUPPORT

Section 4.1: Teen Independence Contract

Many teens on the spectrum crave independence at theme parks. They want to use apps,

manage money, and meet friends. At the same time, their ability to notice body signals,

read complex social cues, and manage stress may still be uneven. An independence



contract makes expectations clear and gives you both something to lean on when

emotions run high.

Area Agreement Details and Consequences If Ignored
If they miss a check-in by more than
Check.| Teen will send a text update and ||15 minutes, they must return to a pre-
eck-Ins
location every 60-90 minutes. agreed meeting point and stay with
you for a set time.
. . . . If they turn it off, they lose the
Location Location sharing will stay on for L .
. L privilege of moving around the park
Sharing the whole visit. .
without you.
Teen will follow agreed If they spend more than planned, extra
Budget envelopes or app-based budgets ||purchases stop for the rest of the trip.
for rides, food, and souvenirs. You do not “rescue” the budget.
Teen will drink water regularly If they ignore heat rules and show
Heat and and take at least one scheduled |signs of overheating, intense rides
Hydration (cool-down breakin shade or air ||stop for the day and you shift to rest
conditioning. and low-key activities.
G Teen will stay with at least one If they are found alone in a risky
rou
Saf tp trusted friend or sibling when situation, independent time ends for
afe
4 away from you. that visit.

Parent/Caregiver Script When Reviewing the Contract:

“l respect that you want to move through the park more independently, and | want that for

you too. At the same time, | know that heat, crowds, and stress can sneak up on you and

make it hard to think clearly. This contract is our way of agreeing on what independence

looks like when you are at your best, so that when things get stressful we are not arguing

from scratch. | am not doing this to control you; | am doing it to keep you safe and to build

trust so we can give you more freedom over time.”

Section 4.2: Teen Dating and Social Scenarios

Teen theme park trips often involve crushes, friend group drama, and shifting plans. Your

teen may be balancing social rules they do not fully understand with sensory and energy

needs they cannot always feel. Preparing specific scripts and scenarios ahead of time

gives them language to use in real time.




1. Going Off with a Crush

Parent/Caregiver Script Ahead of Time:

“If you decide to spend some time walking around with a crush, | want you to
have fun and also stay safe. That means keeping location sharing on at all
times, staying where there are lots of people, and checking in by text at our
agreed times. If anything starts to feel confusing or uncomfortable, you can text
me our code word, and | will come get you right away without making a scene or
asking a lot of questions in front of anyone.”

2. Managing a Large Friend Group

Parent/Caregiver Script:

“Big friend groups at theme parks often split up and lose track of each other. To
keep that from turning into panic, it helps to set a clear meeting place and time
ahead of each block of rides. Before you head off, send a group text like, ‘Let’s
meet back at [specific ride] at [time].’ That way, everyone has an anchor point,
and you are not left wandering around when you run out of energy or get
overstimulated.”

3. Saying No to a Ride Without Losing Face

Parent/Caregiver Script to Practice:

“Sometimes the bravest choice is to say no when your body is telling you the
ride is too much. You can say something like, ‘| promised my family | would stick
to certain rides because of my health,’ or, ‘l am going to sit this one out and save
my energy for later.’ You are not required to explain all the details of why. Your
safety comes first, even if other people do not fully get it.”

Role-playing these conversations at home can make them feel less awkward when your

teen needs them in real life.

Section 4.3: Lost Teen Protocol

Even with location sharing, teens can get separated in big crowds or dead zones with poor
reception. Having a clear, practiced plan turns a frightening event into a manageable

problem.



Time Since
Last Teen Steps Parent/Caregiver Steps
Contact
Stay where they are unless it . .
0-5 . Try texting and calling them; check last
. feels unsafe; try texting and .
Minutes ) known location on the app.
calling you.
Move to the nearest information . .
. Go to your agreed meeting point or
5-10 booth, guest services, ora .
. guest services; tell staff your teen’s
Minutes clearly marked landmark and L.
description and needs.
stay there.
L. Work with staff to search, staying calm
Remain with staff, show ID or .
10+ . . and remembering that your teen may be
. medical card if needed, and
Minutes . . overwhelmed or shut down, not
follow instructions. .
defiant.

Parent/Caregiver Script When Explaining the Protocol:

“If we lose track of each other, that is a problem we can solve, not a disaster. Your job is to

go to the closest official help spot and stay there. My job is to come find you. You will not be

in trouble for getting lost. We will just work the plan and get back together.”

PART 5: BIOMEDICAL SUPPORT, CHECKLISTS, AND CONCLUSION

Section 5.1: Heat Management and Overheating

Heat is one of the biggest hidden dangers at theme parks, especially for children and teens

with autism who may not clearly feel or communicate that they are too hot. Their bodies

may struggle more with temperature control, and the combination of sun, pavement, and

crowds can push them into overheating quickly.

Stress

Signs of Heat

What It Looks Like Supportive Actions for Parent/Caregiver

Overheating

Red face, hot skin, fewer|Move to shade or air conditioning
or no visible sweat immediately. Remove hats or extra layers,
drops, sluggish place a cool, damp towel on the back of the




Signs of Heat
Stress

What It Looks Like

Supportive Actions for Parent/Caregiver

movements, or seeming
“out of it.”

neck and forehead, and offer small sips of
water or doctor-approved electrolyte drinks.

Heat-Related
Irritability

Sudden mood swings,
shapping at others,
crying without a clear
reason.

Recognize this as a body signal, not
misbehavior. Say, “Your body is telling us it is
too hot. We are going to cool you down now,”
and follow the cooling steps rather than
arguing.

Headache or
Dizziness

Complaints of head
pain, wobbling, needing
to sit, or closing eyes a
lot.

Sit or lie them down in a safe, cool place.
Loosen tight clothing, cool their skin, and
monitor closely. If symptoms do not improve
or worsen, contact medical help
immediately.

Build scheduled cooling breaks into your day, not just as an emergency measure. Treat

them as a normal part of the plan: “Every hour we give our bodies a cool-down so we can

have more fun.”

Section 5.2: Energy Crashes and “Worn-Out Batteries”

Many children and teens with autism seem to have less “battery life” for big events. Their

bodies work harder to process sensory input, manage anxiety, and navigate social

situations, which all draw from the same limited energy pool. This can lead to sudden

crashes where they go from okay to “done” very quickly.

Early Energy
Crash Signs

How It Shows Up

Helpful Responses

Slowing Down

and Zoning Out

Walking more slowly,
staring off, not
responding to
questions.

Pause your plans. Offer a protein-rich snack
and a drink in a quiet spot and say, “Your
battery is running low. Let’s add some fuel
and rest before we decide what is next.”

Reactions

Emotional Over-

Big tears or anger
over small problems

See this as a sign of exhaustion. Avoid
lectures and instead say, “This feels huge
because your body and brain are tired. We are




Early Energy
. How It Shows Up Helpful Responses
Crash Signs
like dropping a going to take a break now, and we can talk
shack. about it later if we need to.”
. Refusal to consider . i
Complaints of ] ] Offer a reset: sit down together, reduce noise,
. any options, negative .
“Everything s lower expectations for the rest of the day, and
. comments about . .
Stupid” . consider leaving before a full meltdown.
everything.

Plan your park day around their energy, not the ticket cost. A shorter day with fewer rides
and less collapse is a bigger success than an all-day marathon that ends in misery.

Section 5.3: Gut-Brain Support

The gut and brain are closely connected, and many autistic children and teens have
sensitive digestive systems. Theme park food, motion, and stress can trigger nausea,
stomach pain, constipation, or diarrhea, which then increase anxiety and sensory
overload. Simple, doctor-approved strategies can reduce this burden.

Gut Challenge |Triggers at the Park Gentle Family Strategies

Stick to gentlerrides, allow at least 30-60

Nausea and Spinning rides, jerky minutes between eating and intense rides,
Motion coasters, riding soon and ask your doctor whether ginger chews
Sickness after eating. or other motion supports are appropriate

for your child.

. . Pack familiar, fiber-containing foods your
Eating unfamiliar foods, i L
L o child tolerates, build in regular bathroom
Constipation or |not drinking enough L
breaks, and encourage slow drinking

throughout the day instead of chugging
large amounts at once.

Belly Pain water, holding in bowel
movements.

. Limit greasy or heavy foods, offer smaller
. High-fat or very sugary
Diarrhea or . meals more often, and watch for early
foods, anxiety, and . .
Loose Stools . signs of distress so you can getto a
excitement. .
restroom quickly.




Always discuss gut strategies with your child’s doctor before the trip and ask which over-

the-counter options are safe for your child, if any.

Section 5.4: Interoception and Body Awareness

Interoception is the sense of what is happening inside the body—hunger, thirst,

temperature, the need to use the bathroom, and so on. Many children and teens with

autism struggle to feel or interpret these signals until they are very strong, which makes

theme parks extra challenging. You can support interoception by building body check-ins

into your day.

Body Signal |How It May Be Missed

Supportive Check-In Strategy

Child insists they are

Hunger and “fine” and refuses snhacks

Use a timer and offer snacks and drinks on
a schedule rather than waiting for them to

accidents.

Thirst or drinks, then suddenly |ask. Use simple questions like, “Is your
melts down. tummy empty, a little full, or very full?”
) Require bathroom visits at regular
No complaints, then . ) .
Need for the . intervals, such as every 90 minutes, even if
sudden desperation or .
Bathroom they say they do not need to go. Present it

as aroutine, not a negotiation.

Child says they are not hot
Overheating |while theirfaceis red and

they are sweating.

Say what you see: “Your cheeks are red
and you are sweating. That tells me your
body is overheating. We are going to cool
down now.” Do not wait for them to agree.

These routines are not babying your child; they are compensating for a sense that is not

giving them clear information.

PART 6: Sibling Support (All Ages)

Siblings of children and teens with autism often feel torn between love, worry, and

frustration. Theme parks can bring this out strongly, especially if one child’s needs shape

the entire day. Planning directly for siblings sends the message that their experiences

matter too.




Sibling .
Strategy Example Parent/Caregiver Language
Need
Schedule a short block where
One-on- one sibling chooses aride or “This is your special pick time. You get
One activity while the other parent |to choose our nextride or treat, and | am
Attention ||or caregiver focuses on the focusing just on you right now.”
child with autism.
Set a clear rule that any special .
L “Your brother needed a quiet shack
. . |lsnack, toy, or privilege offered .
Fairnessin . i . . break, and you get one as well. It might
to the child with autism is
Treats i not be the exact same food, but you also
offered in some form to i .
Lo deserve something special.”
siblings too.
After the trip, create time for . .
Lo “It is okay if you felt frustrated or bored
Space to siblings to talk about what was . . .
. while we were helping your sister. Tell
Share fun and what was hard, without
. . . me about the parts that were hard for
Feelings shaming them for negative .
. you so we can plan better next time.”
emotions.
Point out moments when “You noticed your brother starting to get
Shared siblings helped keep the day on|jupset and suggested we take a break.
Wins track, like noticing soft signs of |[That helped the whole family. Thank you
overload or suggesting a break. |for being such a thoughtful teammate.”

Supporting siblings now helps protect family relationships long-term and reduces quiet

resentment that can build if they feel unseen.

PART 7: CHECKLISTS

Well-designed checklists keep all of these ideas from living only in your head when you are

tired or stressed. You can print and laminate them, then use a dry-erase marker to check

items off.

Three-Week Pre-Trip Checklist




Timeframe

Tasks

Call park about disability access and quiet areas; begin Week 1 of

Three Weeks . . i .
Bef sound practice; measure child’s height and start ride contract
efore
discussions.
Two Weeks Practice light, motion, and smell activities; confirm disability
Before approval; plan realistic day length for your child’s age and energy.
Do at least one “mini park” trip to a mall or busy store; finalize ride
One Week . .
Bef lists and schedules; gather all go bag items and test headphones and
efore

fans.

Night-Before Checklist

Category

Items to Confirm

Go Bag

Sensory tools, comfort items, snacks, water, electrolyte packets (if
doctor-approved), maps, schedules, allergy and medical cards.

Clothing and
Gear

Weather-appropriate outfits, extra clothes, hats, sunscreen,
comfortable shoes, cooling towels.

Tech and
Documents

Phones and chargers, park tickets, disability access confirmations,
ride contracts, printed checklists.

Morning-Of Checklist

Time Actions
Eart Provide a protein- and fat-rich breakfast using safe foods your child
ar
M y. tolerates; complete any doctor-approved morning supplements or
ornin
g medications.
Before .
Leavi Apply sunscreen, have everyone use the bathroom, and review the
eavin
g simple visual schedule for the first part of the day.
Home
Keep the car or transport calm, offer light conversation or familiar
On the Way |music, and remind your child of the first supportive steps (headphones
ready, go bag nearby, quiet meeting spot picked).




Conclusion: What Success Looks Like

Success at a theme park with a child or teen on the autism spectrum does not need to look
like a commercial. It might mean staying for only half a day but having three rides that feel
joyfulinstead of forcing twelve rides through tears. It might mean your tween honoring the
ride contract and saying no to something their body cannot handle, or your teen checking in
on time and choosing a timely break rather than pushing past exhaustion.

Success also looks like you, as a parent or caregiver, reading your child’s signals and
trusting your own judgment even when other people do not understand why you are leaving
early or taking another break. It is the quiet pride you feel when you see your child using a
script you practiced, reaching for their headphones without prompting, or telling you
honestly that they need to stop. Those are huge wins, and they build the skills your child
will use far beyond theme parks. Your family gets to decide what “enough” looks like, and
you have every right to protect your child’s nervous system while still seeking out joy.

SpectrumCareHub - Science-grounded autism family support. Educational Only.

© 2026 Spectrum Care Hub LLC. All rights reserved.

Spectrum Care Hub LLC grants the purchaser or authorized user a limited, non-
transferable, non-exclusive license to download and use this document for personal use
only.

This document may not be copied, shared, distributed, resold, sublicensed, posted online,
or otherwise transferred to any third party without prior written permission from Spectrum
Care Hub LLC.

Access to paid materials is restricted to the individual purchaser or authorized account
holder. Unauthorized distribution or sharing is strictly prohibited.

Unauthorized reproduction or distribution may violate federal copyright law (17 U.S.C. 8§
101 et seq.).



