
THE ESSENTIAL BATHROOM
Modifi cations to the bathroom are the most common need 
of families. Balancing the activities that need to occur in the 
bathroom such as bathing and grooming with recreational 
and therapeutic activities such as water play or soaking can 
be challenging. Bathrooms can require certain protocols that 
don’t always make sense for people with ASD. Over time, 
a list of Autism-friendly bathroom modifi cations has been 
developed to make up “The Essential Bathroom.”  
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                     MAKING HOMES THAT WORK
A RESOURCE GUIDE FOR FAMILIES LIVING WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This resource guide It offers ways of assessing and planning 
environments that are person-centered, and that respect the diversity 
of family and individual situations. It identifi es patterns of activity and 
interaction with the environment that are common to many people with 
signifi cant Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). These are the basis for the 
“Six Common Modifi cations” recommended for persons with signifi cant 
ASD to live successfully in the home. Most of the issues that families face 
can be improved by completing one or more of these modifi cations. 

The “Assessment and Action Plan” is the heart of the book. It describes 
a process for identifying concerns from different points of view, and is 
intended as a tool for working with families and caregivers.
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WALKING LOOP
Many people experiencing ASD benefi t from large muscle 
movement by walking, rocking, running or jumping. To 
accommodate these activities in the home, look for the 
opportunity to create a “walking loop.” Ideally, this is a 
path that circles through or around several rooms of the 
house. In addition to sensory integration and stress relief, a 
walking loop can give an individual more control over social 
interactions. Try to connect private spaces to more public 
living spaces. 

LAUNDRY + UTILITY CENTER
Most families living with ASD end up doing a lot of laundry. 
High-quality, high effi ciency washers and dryers rated for 
commercial use actually save money when compared with 
the repair and replacement costs associated with residential 
appliances. A large utility sink is also helpful. Constant 
mopping and sanitizing contribute to caregiver fatigue. Floor 
sinks make handling mops and buckets more ergonomic, and 
they have large drains that are harder to clog when doing 
heavy cleaning. A mop-cleaning station can be an ideal solution.  

SAFE SPACES
People with Autism usually struggle with social interactions. 
Create private places that make the person feel safe and in 
control. Having the opportunity to retreat, when needed, 
often results in the person regaining control and being 
better able to choose more, not less social interaction.  The 
bedroom is the most obvious place of control, although it 
should not be the only one. Find other places within the 
home such as the bathroom or sitting room where the 
individual has opportunities for meaningful control and 
choices structured for voluntary participation. 

CENTER MASS:
Utilizes a “core” in part of the 
house (could be comprised of a 
bank of closets, stairs, bathrooms 
or other “uninhabited” space) as 
the center anchor for a walking 
loop. 

LAYERS OF FREEDOM
Areas of the home can be layered to provide opportunities as 
interests emerge and capacity is built. Physical or sensory cues 
that establish routines for use and participation in the laundry 
room, garage or kitchen activities can build confi dence and 
encourage independence This idea extends to include the 
whole property. Enclosing a porch provides the opportunity 
for an individual to go there independently and feel safe and 
secure. In the yard, there could be other interesting activities 
centered around a swing, hammock or table. 
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STREET

HOUSE
Independently accessible
Most secure. 
Least required supervision.

FENCED YARD
Controlled access. 
Areas of varied security
Intermittent supervision required

UNFENCED AREA/STREET
Highly dangerous.
Physical accompaniment required. 

LAUNDRY CENTER
Front load washer & dryer
raised up for easy loading.
Adequate folding surfaces &
hamper storage.
Storage for supplies, some 
locked to prevent access to 
toxic solutions. 

THE “BOOTH”
Single surface booth.
Durable, angled kick-stop.
Table mounted to solid 
backing
Walls on two sides add to 
sense of security.

RESILIENT FURNISHINGS 
Cloth covered furniture and cushions are diffi cult to maintain 
and frequently become damaged or stained, and they absorb 
unpleasant odors. If furniture damage is an issue, use solid 
wood or plywood furniture glued, screwed and/or bolted 
together. Institutional quality couches and chairs often 
address these concerns. Choose padded, reinforced, solid 
wood furniture without sharp corners. Cushions should be 
comfortable, nonabsorbent and durable. Eliminate crevices 
that can trap food or odors. 

NO! 
YES! 

SINGLE SURFACE 
FURNISHINGS
Purchase furniture that
is constructed of continuous
pieces rather than several. 
This not only make cleaning 
easier but is safer. 

NOT! 
Separate pieces 
creates problems. 
Like a sofa-bed

OK! 
Made of continuous 
fabric & filling
Like a futon
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE
This resource guide was funded by the New York State Offi ce 
for People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD). It was 
made possible by the pioneering efforts of families who have 
transformed their homes and shared their experiences. The 
methods and recommendations presented here are drawn from 
over 25 years of experience working on more than 1,500 projects 
for families and individuals experiencing disability. 

Most people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can live with 
their families independently or with supports in conventional 
housing. But for people with signifi cant ASD and additional 
medical or behavioral challenges, most conventional housing does 
not work. An inadequate home environment can infl uence the 
decision to place an individual with ASD in out-of-home care. 

This guide makes the case for a balance between the traditional 
human supports and appropriate environmental modifi cations. 
People experiencing signifi cant ASD can continue to live in 
their own homes for as long as they wish—provided they have 
appropriate support and they have the right physical environment.
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