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Tips for creating comforting spaces
for children on the autism spectrum

V
irginia Scudder has several gaming
chairs placed throughout her Aque-
bogue home for her son, Lukas, 9, even
though Lukas doesn’t use them to play
video games.

Lukas is on the autism spec-
trum, and the chairs are an
inexpensive way that Scudder
has found to make him most
comfortable at home. “They’re
therapeutic for him, because
he can sit in them and rock,”
Scudder says. The motion is
soothing, she says.
While children on the

autism spectrum may share a
diagnosis, their sensory needs
vary — and parents should
focus on what triggers their
child when modifying their

homes, advises Beatrice
Tokayer, a New Jersey-based
designer who specializes in
sensory interior design, has a
son with special needs and has
worked with clients on Long
Island. “If the child is triggered
by loud noises, then target
that. If they are triggered by
visual stimuli, then target that,”
Tokayer says.
Parents, experts who work

with children on the autism
spectrum and Tokayer have
these suggestions of simple

things they’ve found helpful
at home:

AN INDOOR HAMMOCK
One child who lives in a

group home run by the Devel-
opmental Disabilities Institute,
with homes in Smithtown and
Huntington, has a hammock in
his bedroom, says Sue Davis,
director of the children’s resi-
dential program for the insti-
tute. When he lies in it, “it
feels like he’s being hugged,”
Davis says. Children may also
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Sensory-friendly design
Liam Guetter, 10, wears headphones and relaxes on his bed after school at Developmental Disabilities Institute in Smithtown. He uses a speech device, inset, to communicate.

BY BETHWHITEHOUSE
beth.whitehouse@newsday.com
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like weighted blankets for that feel-
ing of security that lessons anxiety,
Scudder says.

A CRASH PAD
Crash pads are foam pads that

children like to throw themselves
onto. “They like the feeling of jump-
ing and falling without hurting
themselves,” Davis says. Tyler
Folise, 14, who lives in a residential
home in Smithtown, has a Mickey
Mouse-shaped crash pad in his
room there that he “absolutely
loves,” says his mother, Linda, 51, a
school paraprofessional from North
Babylon.

AN ACTIVE SPACE
When Tyler was younger and still

living in North Babylon, Folise had a
whole activity area in their house
with an indoor trampoline, ball pit
and exercise balls. “He didn’t really
know the difference between my
couch and a trampoline,” Folise says
— creating the activity area solved
that issue. Tokayer seconds the idea
of an active space in the home:
“That way, parents feel relief in
their home, but the children can still
take their energy needs out.” Along
the same lines, parents may paint a
blackboard wall in one room. “Kids
can draw on the wall. That’s their
space to be rebellious,” Tokayer
says.

A FIDGET BOARD
Sometimes children feel the need

to occupy their hands. Having a
fidget board in their room can help
with that, Tokayer says. Parents can
create their own using items such as
a door’s chain lock and fake light
switches.

LABELS
“One of the things we do is label

their drawers and closets,” Davis
says, attaching laminated signs and
Velcro-ing them to drawers, for
instance with the word “socks” or a

picture of shoes or pants. “That
helps them be more independent,”
Davis says. They can put away their
own clothes and also choose them,
she says. Davis also suggests using
signs in the bathroom for daily
hygiene tasks, so the child can be
reminded to follow directions step-
by-step, such as “Brush teeth, wash
face, dry hands.”

LIGHT PAINT COLORS
Tokayer had initially painted her

6-year-old son’s room in navy blue
with stars, but he kept telling her he
didn’t like it. She realized it was
overstimulating to him visually, as
patterns and colors can be for some
children. She repainted the room a
light color. “It made a really big
difference. It really calmed things
down,” Tokayer says. Theresa De-
Marco, 55, who runs a gift shop in
Southold called One For All with
her son, Sean, now 25 and on the
autism spectrum, did the same for
Sean when creating a room for him.
They chose white walls and a dark
floor.

A PLACE TO PACE
Sean DeMarco also likes to pace,

so Theresa says she made sure he
had room to do so comfortably. “I’ve
often asked him about pacing,” she
says. “Because his autism has his
mind going 24/7, he said when he
walks he grounds his thoughts,
walking off his mind energy.”

A SENSORY CLOSET OR TENT
Tokayer has tried a teepee-style

tent in a child’s room, or what she
calls a sensory closet. It’s a place the
child knows he or she can retreat to
when overwhelmed by too much
stimuli, or when feeling frustrated
or on the verge of an outburst.
Inside, she will put a weighted
blanket, fidget toys, a diffuser and a
dimmer light. “He [or she] gets to
hang out there until he feels calm,”
she says.

Tyler Folise, 14, holds a Mickey Mouse paper in his room, which also includes a
MickeyMouse crash pad, at Developmental Disabilities Institute in Smithtown.
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Featuring our Free Shower Package

SPECIAL OFFER

Call today and receive a

FREE SHOWER
PACKAGE

PLUS $1600 OFF
FOR A LIMITED TIME ONLY

Call Toll-Free 1-844-446-6175

With purchase of a new Safe Step Walk-In Tub. Not applicable with
any previous walk-in tub purchase. Offer available while supplies last.

No cash value.Must present offer at time of purchase.

1-844-446-6175
Call Today for Your Free Shower Package

FINANCING

AVAILABLE

WITH APPROVED

CREDIT

Now you can finally have all

of the soothing benefits of a

relaxing warm bath, or enjoy

a convenient refreshing shower

while seated or standing

with Safe Step Walk-In Tub’s

FREE Shower Package!

� First walk-in tub available with
a customizable shower

� Fixed rainfall shower head is
adjustable for your height and pivots
to offer a seated shower option

�High-quality tub complete
with a comprehensive lifetime
warranty on the entire tub

�Top-of-the-line installation
and service, all included at one
low, affordable price

Now you can have the best of
both worlds–there isn’t a better,
more affordable walk-in tub!
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These Long Island places offer
inclusive options for children

F
rom obstacle courses to cooking classes to

horseback riding, several Long Island groups

offer extracurricular activities that help children

on the autism spectrum feel more at ease while

they’re having fun.

The activities may provide
higher staff ratios or have
directions and processes bro-
ken down into parts to help
out participants, organizers
say, and the age range goes
from toddlers all the way into
the teen years. Here are some
places that offer fun recre-
ational options geared toward
kids with special needs:

ACTIONSSPEAKKIDS,
BABYLONANDEASTMEADOW
Aspeech language pathologist

and an occupational therapist
run three activities for children

of different ages. Yes I Can is an
obstacle-course challenge for
children ages 5 to 8; it’s a class of
eight to 10 childrenwith a lot of
structure, consistency and rou-
tine, says LaurenVaughan, the
occupational therapist.
Yoga andYou is a preschool

optionduringwhich children
learn emotional regulation;
siblingswho are not on the
spectrumarewelcome to attend
aswell. TinyTitans is for ages 18
months to 3 yearswhoneed to
work on language development
skills and calming strategies even
though theymight not yet have

an official diagnosis of autism,
says Frieda Shmuel-Markowitz,
the speech languagepathologist.
Classes are held at Positions

Dance Studio, 264Deer Park
Ave., Babylon, on Sundaymorn-
ings orNewYorkDancers Stu-
dio, 388Merrick Ave., East
Meadow, onThursday evenings.
A full six-week series is $185 and
includes a 20-minute Zoom
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Classes geared for fun
Neel Upadhyay, 5, from Port Washington, does an obstacle course at Actions Speak Kids’ Yes I Can class at Positions Dance Studio in Babylon.

NOW ONLINE: Fun things to do with the kids

BY BETHWHITEHOUSE
beth.whitehouse@newsday.com

ON THE COVER Cecelia Cernilli,
6, from Rockaway, takes part in
an Actions Speak Kids Yes I Can
class in Babylon.
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consultationwith the parents
before the course; a three-
week series is $100 and individ-
ual classes are $40. Formore
information or to register, call
516-305-7227 or visit
actionsspeakkids.com.

THE FAMILY CENTER FOR
AUTISM, 1517 FRANKLIN
AVE., GARDEN CITY
At The Family Center for

Autism, children, tweens and
teens can participate in pro-
grams including yoga,
Zumba, music, cooking
classes and more, says Tina
Moreno, director of develop-
ment. The center particularly
has focused on the needs of
high school students ages 14
to 18, Moreno says.
“We felt that was the black

hole, they just fell through the
cracks. They weren’t getting
invited to parties, they
weren’t going to hang out on
a Friday night,” she says.
The center’sweekly Friday

Night Social Scene from 5:30 to
8:30 p.m. is a very popular
offering, duringwhich partici-
pants do arts and crafts, play
video games andmake friends,
says LonnellHarrington,
assistant director. Formore
information and pricing,which
varies, call 516-355-9400 or visit
familycenterforautism.com.

SPIRITOFHUNTINGTONARTS
CENTERATTHERISE INSPIRIT
COMMUNITYARTSCENTER,2
MELVILLERD.NORTH,
HUNTINGTONSTATION
Participants study a differ-

ent artist every week dur-
ing the Spirit of Huntington
Arts Center’s drop-in
ArtABILITY classes for
ages 5 to 17, which include
a slideshow of the artists’
art, perhaps a video clip of
the artist working, and an
art project in the style of
the artist, says Michael
Kitakis, executive director.
All of the students’ cre-
ations may be included at a

periodic art exhibit, he says.
Classes are in person from

10:30 to noon on Saturdays; a
virtual option allows stu-
dents to take the class at
12:30 p.m. Saturdays, with
boxes of material sent to
their homes in advance.
Classes are $75 each.
The center also offers a

six-week series of clay
classes during which stu-
dents make cups, bowls,

decorations and more, with
advanced students able to
use pottery wheels; cost is
$250 plus a $40 fee for the
clay. A Clay Partners class at
11:30 a.m. Saturdays allows
ages 5 and older to collabo-
rate on projects with a parent
for the same fee that includes
both participants. For more
information, call
631-470-9620 or visit
spiritofhuntington.com.

HORSEABILITY,
ONTHECAMPUSOF SUNY
OLDWESTBURY,
223 STOREHILL RD.

HorseAbility’s adaptive
riding program offers group
or private lessons adapted to
the needs of the individual.
Lessons are 30 or 45 minutes
and are geared to offering
physical, mental and social
rewards, including interact-
ing with the animals and the
volunteers, says Katie Mc-
Gowan, founder and execu-
tive director. For ages 4 and
older. Cost is $55 per group
lesson and $90 per private
lesson, but lessons are of-
fered as a series. For more
information, call 516-333-6151
or visit horseability.org.

LONG ISLAND CHILDREN’S
MUSEUM, 11 DAVIS AVE.,
GARDEN CITY
Once a month, the Long

Island Children’s Museum
opens after hours for fami-
lies with children on the
spectrum or with other
special needs; admission is
free for the whole family
once families preregister on
the museum website, says
Maureen Mangan, director
of communications. During
Friendly Hours, the mu-
seum lighting and sound is
reduced. The next session
is from 6 to 8 p.m. on Feb.
24. For more information,
call 516-224-5800 or visit
licm.org.

newsday.com/family

These programs are designed
for family members of chil-
dren with special needs:

GASAK— Grandparent
Advocates Supporting
Autistic Kids, The North
Shore Child and Family
Guidance Center, 80 North
Service Rd., Manhasset
The North Shore Child and
Family Guidance Center offers
a free monthly support group
for grandparents who have
grandchildren on the spec-
trum; it meets in person or on
Zoom at 10:30 a.m. on the
last Thursday of every month.
“The grandparents . . . help
each other, give each other
ideas and suggestions. It’s a
place they can share their
fears and their little victories,”
says facilitator Sue Cohen.
Their friends who don’t have
grandchildren on the spec-
trummight not understand
what a big deal it is when
they express pride in their
grandchildren’s accomplish-
ments, Cohen says. For
information, call
516-484-3174 ext. 402 or visit
northshorechildguidance.org.

Sibshops siblings support
group, Sensory Beans, 3309
Merrick Rd., Wantagh
Children ages 5 to 9 who
have siblings with special
needs can share their experi-
ences— both good and
challenging —with other kids
who can relate during the
monthly Sibshops gathering.
Meetings include play, pizza
and a drink and cost $30 per
child. For more information,
call 516-308-1462 or visit
sensorybeans.org.

Amber Bukzin, left, and Daniel Bukzin, 4, from East Islip at an Actions Speak Kids yoga class.

Angela Jones, left, and Bobby Jones, 7, from Hempstead participate in the Yes I Can class.
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Support for
family members
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