
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Going to the theatre (advice for schools) 

A visit to the theatre can be an exciting outing, but there are also challenges in such a different 
environment.   Here is a short guide on how school staff can make the experience more comfortable 

and rewarding for a student with autism. 

Before your visit 

 Tell the theatre when you are booking that you have someone in your party with autism. If there is a 
chance that you may need some time away from the show during the performance ask for an aisle seat so 
you can leave the theatre without disturbing other audience members too much.  

 Check the theatre’s website to see if there is anything there which could help you to prepare for your visit, 
such as social stories, or photographs of the inside of the theatre.  

 Ask the theatre if they know about our guide to making theatres more autism-friendly. You could email or 
print it for them ahead of the date of the show so they have time to make any changes.  

 If you would like to visit the building before you go to the show, contact the theatre and ask to arrange a 
convenient time.  

 Ask if there is a quiet area at the theatre that you can use if necessary.  

 Sensory issues are what cause the most problems for someone with autism attending the theatre.  This 
can range to loudness of sound/music, darkness within the auditorium, sudden noises within the 
performance, strobe lighting, smells and sound effects.  If you have a student who is on the spectrum it 
may be advisable to contact the theatre manager to ask what is in the show so you can prepare your 
student and staff before your visit.   

On the day 

 If you use tools to help with sensory issues (eg ear defenders, or fiddle toys) remember to bring them with 
you.  

 If you have an autism awareness card take it with you so you can quietly say to a neighbour why you or the 
person you are with may be acting a little differently.  

 When you arrive if you feel that your seat is not suitable, ask a member of staff if you can sit somewhere 
else, and explain why (if the show is full this may not be possible so it’s always advisable to ask about 
seating when booking).  

 If you need assistance talk to an usher and ask for help. Ushers know when the noisy and quiet parts of 
the show are and will be able to tell you the best time to leave or return to the auditorium without disturbing 
others.  

 If you or the person you are with will need to go to the toilet, try to leave just before the interval starts, as 
toilets often get very busy during the interval. You may need to tell the usher you plan to do this before the 
show starts. They will be able to tell you when the interval will start and what stage in the performance 
would be a good time to leave the auditorium without disturbing other people.  

 During the show if the student becomes overwhelmed due to a sensory overload please use the 
quiet area to help relax before re-entering the auditorium. 

 

http://www.autism.org.uk/Working-with/Leisure-and-environments/Theatre-and-autism-guide.aspx


What theatres can do 

 Theatres are increasingly offering ‘Relaxed performances’ or ‘Autism friendly Performances’ and this 
should mean that the staff at these theatres have attended an autism awareness session and should be 
more aware of the needs of those with autism. 

 There should be an area which is a quieter zone if a pupil needs to be taken out to ‘chill’ before entering 
the theatre again.  Please ask before the visit to find out where this area is and maybe book seats near that 
location. 

 Theatre staff would like your visit to be enjoyable so please ask if you need any assistance. 

 

What is autism?  

Autism is a lifelong disability that affects the way a person communicates with, and relates to, people around them. 
It can be a difficult disability to understand because people with autism do not usually ‘look’ disabled, although they 
may behave differently.  

Some people have a diagnosis of high-functioning autism or Asperger syndrome. This is still autism but people with 
Asperger syndrome have fewer problems with speaking and are often of average, or above average, intelligence. 

Everyone with autism is different, with different strengths and abilities, but people with autism tend to experience 
difficulties in the following areas: 

 making friends and understanding how other people feel  

 understanding ‘social rules’ like how close to stand to other people, when to start a conversation, and what 
kind of topics to talk about  

 planning ahead and ‘sequencing’: planning ahead can help someone with autism to reduce anxiety about 
new situations  

 coping with change: people with autism are often more comfortable sticking to a familiar routine  

 communication and language: people with autism may take things literally and find it hard to process long 
or unclear instructions  

 understanding the world around them, which can lead to people becoming anxious, withdrawn or frustrated  

 sensory issues. To give a few examples, a person might dislike bright lights or certain colours; be averse to 
strong smells such as perfume, soap, cigarette smoke or certain foods; have very sensitive hearing and 
find noise, including background noise, intrusive, distracting or possibly even painful; find touch 
uncomfortable or painful – even if someone just brushes past them; find balance difficult so occasionally 
they may appear clumsy.  

 

Sensory Issues 

To find out more on sensory issues please go to: 

http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/the-sensory-world-of-autism.aspx 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/the-sensory-world-of-autism.aspx


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


