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What is Autism Spectrum Disorder?

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a 
developmental disability that can cause 
significant social, communication and 
behavioral challenges. There is often nothing 
about how people with ASD look that sets them 
apart from other people, but people with ASD may 
communicate, interact, behave, and learn in ways that 
are different from most other people. The learning, 
thinking, and problem-solving abilities of 
people with ASD can range from gifted to severely 
challenged. Some people with ASD need a lot of 
help in their daily lives; others need less.



•  In 2020, the CDC reported that 
approximately 1 in 54 children in 
the U.S. is diagnosed with ASD

- 1 in 34 boys 
- 1 in 144 girls

Statistics

•  Boys are four times more likely to be 
diagnosed with autism than girls

• Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) affects an 
estimated 30 to 61 percent of children with autism. 



• repeat actions over and over again
• not point at objects to show interest
• avoid eye contact and want to be alone
• have trouble adapting when a routine changes
• not look at objects when another person points at them
• have trouble expressing their needs using typical words or motions
• have unusual reactions to the way things smell, taste, look, feel, or sound
• prefer not to be held or cuddled, or might cuddle only when they want to
• have trouble relating to others or not have an interest in other people at all
• appear to be unaware when people talk to them, but respond to other sounds

Children or adults with ASD might:



Play: why it’s important for everyone?

exploratory, cause-and-effect, constructive &, roleplay



Why play is important for everyone?
Play allows children to use their creativity while developing their imagination, dexterity, and 
physical, cognitive, and emotional strength. Play is important to healthy brain development. It is 
through play that children at a very early age engage and interact in the world around them.

Undirected play allows children to learn social skills such as how to work in groups, to share, to 
negotiate, to resolve conflicts, and to learn self-advocacy skills. When play is allowed to be child 
driven, children practice decision-making skills, move at their own pace, discover their own areas 
of interest, and ultimately engage fully in the passions they wish to pursue.



Exploratory

Exploratory play is when children explore objects and toys, 
rather than playing with them 

Through this type of play, children learn about their world by 
exploring different shapes, colors, sizes and textures.

To help autistic children with this type of play, you can 
encourage them to explore objects around them as part of 
everyday activities. 

For example, when your child is having a bath, you could 
encourage your child to splash water, rub soap between their 
fingers, pour water from a cup and so on.



Cause-and-Effect

Cause-and-effect play is when children play with toys that 
need an action to get a result 

This type of play teaches children that their actions have 
effects and gives them a sense of control in their play. It 
can be a chance for your child to learn to copy what you’re 
doing, take turns and ask you for help.

To help autistic children with this type of play, you could 
take turns pressing a button to make something pop up, 
then take turns pushing it back down again.



Constructive

Constructive play is when children build or make things. It involves 
working towards a goal or product 

This type of play can help children develop motor skills, practice 
thinking and problem-solving skills, and enjoy being creative.

You can encourage your autistic child’s constructive play by 
showing your child what to do. 

For example, you could try building a tower with blocks to show 
your child how to do it, or you could use pictures or photographs 
that show how to build a tower.



Roleplay

Roleplay is when children use their imaginations 
during play.

Roleplay helps children develop the skills they need 
for social relationships, language and communication. 
These include understanding what other people are 
thinking and feeling.

Examples of this type of play include pretending 
to feed a teddy bear, dressing up like a superhero, 
pretending to be driving a car, or pretending the couch 
is a sailing boat.



Toy Recommendations (Autism)
cause & effect, visual supports, sensory, games, 

manipulatives & building, books, art and DIY



cause & effect

visual support

sensory



Sensory Overload/Safe Spaces



Sensory Overload

Sensory overload is when your five senses — sight, 
hearing, smell, touch, and taste — take in more 
information than your brain can process. When your 
brain is overwhelmed by this input, it enters fight, 
flight, or freeze mode in response to what feels like 
a crisis, making you feel unsafe or even panicky. 
Sensory overload can be triggered by a wide variety 
of situations, sounds, or sights. Each person may be 
overwhelmed by something different. 



What can trigger Sensory Overload?
- sights
- sounds
- smells
- tastes
- touch

-balance
-awareness of body position 
and movement
-awareness of internal body 
cues and sensations



What is a Safe Space?

A place or environment in which a person or 
category of people can feel confident that they 
will not be exposed to discrimination, criticism, 
harassment, or any other emotional or physical harm.

When the existence of a community is considered 
to be inherently political, that community faces a 
frequently hostile environment. Creating spaces 
where people can just be people without having to 
worry about violence, whether direct or indirect, is 
necessary to ensure a basic standard of living.



Safe Space



• Autistic individuals face a plethora of barriers that impede their 
development and expressive abilities

• Often, individuals with autism feel 
 -overwhelmed
 -experience sensory overload
 -have struggles understanding 
 -expressing their emotions. 

• Children with autism develop and learn at a varying rate in 
comparison to their neurotypical peers. 

Summary:



Problem:
Children with autism often experience sensory overload, requiring 
instruments to help them relax and gain control of their emotions. 
There are not enough tools that incorporate a calming effect and 
learning aspects together. 

Hypothesis:
Creating a safe space where children with autism can reconnect/
connect to themselves and control the sensory overload can reduce the 
amount of meltdowns.



Design Brief:
• Create an enviroment that is condusive
 - learning and play
• Manage the senses
 - ability to go to “safe space”
• Portability
• Scalable
• Adaptable
• Cause and Effect
 - feedback loops



concepts: phase 1



concepts: phase 2



• Warrior course 
• Monkey Bars 
• Monkey Fists
• Gymnastics Rings
• Climbing Latter
• Slide

THINGS TO INCLUDE

chosen direction from phase 2



design freeze: phase 3

- poles

- sensory learning

- connectors

- fabric

- hard piece 
aspect

- booklet



design freeze: phase 3

- color mixing board

- bead sorter



Sensory Fabric 



cozy cove
a safe space for children 
with Sensory Overload 

and Autism



Ideal User:

- between the ages 3 & 7
- autsitic / special needs
- has sensory overload
- requires “safe space”
- creative thinker

someone who is...



the cozy cove

- have up to 3 coves
- swivel to move
- be seperated or all together
- has 5 sensory balls per cove
 - 4 different sizes
 - 4 different colors
- quilted texture (inner cove)



where the cozy cove lives

home
bedroom, play room & living area day care, school & kid gyms

outside home
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- roto molded plastic
- weighted yellow bottom 

- playground ball material 
with different textures



Thank You to...

my wonderful BFA Board (Doug Paige, Andrea 
Specht, Dr. Jesse Grant and Zach Savich. To 
Jason Tilk for helping me with 3D Modeling. To 
the ID Seniors, y’all are GREAT! And to everyone 
who has been there for me, THANK YOU!



Thank You!

Kassandra Galletti


