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A 'Low Arousal' approach to Autism? What does it 
mean? An article in four parts. 

Those two words - 'Low Arousal' get used a lot in the world of autism 
settings and services. But what do they mean? I get asked this a lot - and 
also it's something that folk get the wrong end of sometimes. So this article 
is an attempt to make things clearer and simpler. 

Let's divide things up to make the whole more easy to understand. I often 
describe a 'four-cornered' approach to designing autism friendly services. 
So here are the four corners of your low arousal approach. 

Communication 

Environment 

Support 

Activity 
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This first part is going to focus on the first 'corner'. Subsequent parts of the 
article will address the others until all four are explained. 

Communication comes first. It has to. Not much else will work if we don't 
get this bit right. What will low arousal communication look and sound 
like? Well mostly it will look. It's about keeping a constant check 
on how much and what kind of language you are using. But mostly it's 
about reducing the complexity and volume of language and supporting the 
verbal with visuals. Wherever people are on the spectrum (and whatever 
age) they'll need more visual clues and cues to get the gist of what's being 
said. That's where pictures, photos, symbols, video, and objects of reference 
score big. If a person can communicate their needs to you effectively, they 
feel in control, they can make clear choices, then that's a huge step towards 
the low arousal environment we are after. 

People with autism will really be helped by structured, predominantly 
visual supports that help them:- 

Predict and prepare for the day's activities 

Organise themselves and materials or resources 

Understand the concept of time 

Work through tasks or common routines 

Make choices and express opinions 

Identify and explore feelings 

Reflect on personal experiences and behaviour 

Read that list again. Does your school or service have them in place? 
Remember the 'supports' referred to should be individualised to each person 
and enable them to operate with more independence. So low arousal 
communication - some things to consider... 

Sarcasm, irony, idiomatic and 'cultural' ways of saying things are not 
effective. Answer: 

1. Use less of them 

2. Teach what they mean. Explain why people do it. Maybe use a social 
story. 

If your communication is great. It's real structured and real visual - but it's 
mostly directive (telling people what to do), that's not low arousal. 
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The speech and language difficulties in more able folk on the spectrum are 
harder to spot. Don't confuse mega intellectual ability with great skills with 
the meaning and use of language. 

The word "no" is best avoided. Try to avoid having to use it. Tell a person 
what you want them to do rather than what you don't want them to do. 
Refocus, give information, offer choices - these techniques will keep the 
heat out of your communication. 

Even bigger than the difficulties with speech and language is the whole area 
of body language. You know, they eye contact, gesture, body orientation, 
tone of voice, 'a nods as good as a wink' thing. Teach this stuff to people 
with autism as if you were teaching something approaching a foreign 
language. If people are more 'readable' to a person with autism then they'll 
get less upset by them. 

So practice with your communication and autism skills and that's the first 
corner of your 'four-cornered' approach to low arousal living covered. 

OK, now it’s time to focus on the physical and sensory environment - it's a 
key component to our four-cornered model for low arousal learning/living. 

 

So why is environment so important for folks on the spectrum? And how 
can we make sure we are meeting needs? 

The sensory aspects of things can drive you nuts if you have the super-
sensory system that some folk with autism have. Where most neurotypical 
people were born with an attenuator, people on the spectrum were born 
with an inbuilt amplifier! Where most people's brains can tune unwanted 
stimulus out or at least turn it down, people with autism find their senses 
tend to dial things up to max. 

Watch this video and experience what the world can be like for individuals 
on the spectrum. 
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The four components of the model are:- 
Communication 
Environment 
Support 
Activity 
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People on the spectrum are often overwhelmed by detail and can't always 
see the wood for the trees. Seeing what the story is, what needs doing, how 
a leads to z and the order for things can be harder with autism. They often 
need extra support to focus attention and get a firm grip on what's going on. 
Sometimes just getting started is impossible because they don't feel guided 
by the imagination bit of the brain that usually fills in missing details and 
shows you what the finished goal looks like even before you've begun. 

Take your mind off it. Put it to the back of your mind. Don't sweat the small 
stuff. Just ignore it. It doesn't matter! Don't make a mountain out of a 
molehill. Well... If you have autism then stuff does tend to matter and if 
something's bugging you, getting your mind to let go of it can be nigh on 
impossible. A sensory stimulus can grab hold of your "here and now 
memory" so keeping your focus and attention where they need to be is a big 
battle. 

As before, the low arousal approach to these issues is two-fold. 

Firstly cut down on clutter and things that compete for attention. Not too 
many voices at one time, watch out for crowd areas. Keep zazzy colours 
and patterns at bay. Don’t forget intrusive smells too! Create calm, low-stim 
zones where it's easier to focus and get work done. If you are working with 
a youngster on the spectrum, try creating a learning cave that protects the 
senses and focusses attention. Pop up event tents (with the bottom cut out) 
are great for this. 

It’s not a bad idea to think a bit more about the ergonomics of your 
environment. We want fuss-free spaces where it’s easy to get work done. 
Remember what Mom said? - “A place for everything and everything in it’s 
place”. Clear labelling with words and symbols or words and photos will 
really cut down the arousal factor. Why? Because people with autism will 
spend less time and energy processing what things 'are' and what they 
'mean'. 

Secondly let’s hone those "ignoring skills" by practicing with self 
regulation (SR) and resilience. Encourage the person to be better aware of 
their SR ability. Promote a systematic, problem solving approach:- 
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Whether you are the parent or 
practitioner at some point you’ll get 

told to be more consistent. 
But what does that mean? 
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Stop 

Deep breath 

Think 

Analyse the problem 

Let’s analyse how other people do it and see if any of that would work for 
me. Before you know it… “Hey! I didn’t let that thing bug me! I’m getting 
good at this”. Maybe these new skills will work with other stuff that causes 
me a problem.  

Develop skills in self-advocacy too. If your self-regulation skills are not 
fantastic today, tell someone. Ask for help. Communicate about the 
problem and let’s take a team approach to fixing things. 

So, work on self-regulation will compliment with changes to the  sensory 
aspects of the learning/living environment. Good practice combines 
protective interventions with proactive teaching and learning. 

Now what might low arousal support look like… 

You are important to people with autism. Let’s get the idea that people with 
autism aren’t interested in or bothered about people out of the way. This is 
almost never the case. Folk with autism need people. People are part of the 
solution.They are there to help. Trouble is, the help and support - because 
they are inside a person they’re in a place where they are hard to access for 
people with autism. Inside people. You see we are part of the problem and 
part of the solution - at the same time! We are offering solutions and 
causing problems simultaneously. 
 
We are all individuals and folk with autism will spot this straight away. 
They are good at recognising differences. It’s one of the skills autism brings 
along with it. Now whether you are the parent or practitioner at some point 
you’ll get told to be more consistent. But what does that mean? Well it 
doesn’t mean everyone being the same. That’s not realistic or even 
desirable. Doing the same? Well yes, but we’ll all have slightly different 
ways with teaching, parenting, showing, instructing etc. Sounding the 
same? Well we don’t, and even if we use the same words (or signs) it won’t 
be quite the same as the way others look and sound. So what do people 
really mean when they tell you to be more consistent around those on the 
spectrum? Well I’d say it’s ensuring that everyone involved in the persons 
life and how they live it, has a mega-consistent understanding of the person, 
their autism and how the world works for them. 
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We need to really concentrate on letting the person know that we know 
them and that we will respect and value everything about them. Be 
meaningful to the person. Show that you are someone that they can connect 
to at a communication level, a sensory level, a special interest level, a 
behaviour level... 

So what’s going to help us do that? 

Try Person Centered Thinking tools like Communication Charts, One Page 
Descriptions, Important To / Important For lists. You can find this stuff on 
the Helen Sanderson website 

Get into partnership with the person. Try a mediated approach where you 
are both like detectives (Watson and Holmes?) working on things together 
and finding clues that lead to solutions. It’s much better than telling people 
what not to do all the time. 

Avoid over-use of language especially complex, idiomatic language. Say 
what you mean and mean what you say. Keep it short and try to show rather 
than tell. 

There’s a well used phrase - “I can read him/her like a book”. Well, the 
trick with successful support is to make yourself really readable. 
Transparent. Obvious. Get the idea? 
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Crowds can be a problem so give lots of personal space. Try to avoid 
touching the person and make sure that other young people or service users 
know to give them body room. 

Ask yourself what do you like about the person? What do you admire about 
them? When do you have fun together? If you focus on the answers to these 
rather than the difficulties and problems it will make your support for the 
young person or adult more fruitful. 

And finally... here’s a quote from the film, The Horse Whisperer. I think it’s 
relevant here:- 

Annie: I’ve heard you help people with horse problems. 

Tom Booker: Truth is, I help horses with people problems. 

In this final part, we will explore activity....and coping dust! 

A low arousal approach to activity means that the load or demand that is 
placed on a person in terms of the requirement to do something e.g. learn, 
socialise, play, complete, wait, start, stop, organise etc. is monitored and 
managed. 
 
All of these things have the capacity to raise the arousal level in a person 
with autism. Especially if they are from someone else's ‘important’ list! 
Low arousal in terms of activity means a structured, balanced programme 
that keeps the person on an even keel. Now a few words about… coping 
dust. 

It’s a bit like magic dust and a person with autism has a little bag of it. Bit 
by bit though that bag of dust gets used up. In really stressful times and 
places - it might be a new activity, or a place/event where something went 
really badly wrong last time, or it might be to do with a particular person or 
the sheer number of people - that dust gets used up quick! 
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What does the dust do? Well the person with autism can sprinkle a bit on 
themselves and low and behold they look just like a person without autism. 
This could take lots of forms:- 

Cool and calm 

Funny and sociable 

Attentive and learning 

Connected and communicating 

(There’s an important note here - having autism does NOT mean you can’t 
do the above, it just means you might have to work a whole lot harder to 
achieve and maintain them). 

The dust does a great job of helping the person with autism look like the 
folks without autism that have them outnumbered. 

What happens when the dust is gone? Well the person will need to get some 
more and the only way that they can do that is by recuperating someplace. 
It might be that they do something quite, (what some people call) ’autistic”. 
Something with special relevance to them. It might be time spent alone, 
somewhere free from the social demands of the Big World people. It might 
be an activity that requires so much focus people seem to disappear; like 
magic (for a bit). 

People like you and me (if we don’t have autism) have a whole sack full of 
coping dust. It helps us self-regulate, be self-aware, self-advocate and hang 
onto our resilience. We don’t particularly need to do anything special to top 
up the sack. That’s another way we are different. People with autism need 
an active method of filling up with that magic coping dust. Our dust gets 
replenished without anything conscious or purposeful needing to take place. 

For someone on the spectrum charging the bank of coping dust might be a 
very individual thing:- 

 • Flapping, twirling, jumping... 

 • Seeking out a ‘sensory special activity or space’ 

 • Acting something out 

 • A favourite game, activity, joke, story... or special interest 

 8



5 October 2021

Whatever ‘behaviour’ does the trick it needs to be respected and timetabled 
into a balanced, structured programme that supports and protects the 
person. 

Hmm… a balanced, structured programme - a tool might help here… well 
we’ve got one! Take a look at this video and learn all about Positive 
Programme Planning and low arousal approaches to activity. 

Hopefully all of the above has helped a bit, and you have a clearer idea of 
what we mean when we say people with autism need a low-arousal 
approach. 

If you need more help don’t hesitate to get in touch. 

chris@positiveaboutautism.co.uk 

 

Chris Barson, Director, Positive About Autism™
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Lots more articles at 
positiveaboutautism.co.uk/articles

https://positiveaboutautism.co.uk/workroom-sample-2.html
mailto:chris@positiveaboutautism.co.uk

