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This a resource to support our series of podcasts called 'Having fun with the people you support'.  
The podcasts and accompanying resources provide ideas for building relationships and providing 
activities. The initial idea was generated due to restrictions put in place due to COVID-19. However,  
these ideas can be used at any time and in different places for example at day.

Qualities and general principals to help your 
activity be successful

For activities to be accessible to all we need to 
adapt activities to meet individual needs in the 
group. This includes accommodating interests, 
communication abilities, sensory preferences, 
mobility and physical skills. 

Also, a successful activity depends upon being 
well prepared, managing safety, maintaining 
engagement with participants at a level which 
they are comfortable with and reflection on  
what worked/did not work so that we can 
develop activities. 

1. Interests 

We can adapt one activity to meet lots of different 
interests. Consider the activity and how it can be 
link to individual interests. The following example 
breaks down an activity to meet different interests:

Group activity based on going to a racing festival
Individual interests in this topic could include:
•  Watching a race and placing a bet - using the  

TV to watch race, place pretend bets. 
• Getting dressed up.
• Enjoying making and wearing hats.
•  Sensory: exploring the textures of hats and  

the materials used.



•  Sensory: tasting food from festivals, the smell 
associated with racing festivals e.g. horses, the 
smell of food. 

•  Sensory: listening to the sounds of racing 
festivals - the sound of horses galloping.

•  Active watching and listening. Some people 
enjoy listening and watching the activity.  

2.  Communication

People in your group may have different levels of 
communication and understanding. For example, 
they may be able to:
• Speak and read.
• Use pictures or signs.
• Use an electronic communication device.
• Understand other people's signs and gestures. 
•  Use gestures, sounds and body language let you 

know how they are doing - happy, sad, not 
wanting to participate.

Consider how you can communicate with each 
person who is participating in the activity to 
support their engagement. 

3. Sensory needs and preferences

The participants in your group may have different 
sensory needs and preferences which need to be 
accommodated to enable them to be included in 
an activity.

They may:
•  Have a hearing and or visual impairment. 
•  Need to engage in activities at a sensory  

level such as:  enjoying exploration of tactile 
experiences, being smell scents linked to  
the activity.

•  May be upset and disturbed by some sensory 
experiences linked to the activity.  For example,  
a person who cannot tolerate loud noises my 
become distressed in a cooking session if an 
electric blender is used.

You need to think of different ways to modify  
the activity so the people can be included.  
For example, a person may tolerate the blender  
if using headphones, or using lots of tactile  
input for people who are visually impaired. 

4. Mobility and Physical skills

Participants in your group may have many 
different physical and mobility needs in your 
group. There are many different ways you can 
include people by making some basic changes.  
Some examples: 
•  If a person is in a wheelchair, is there a position 

around the table that provides sufficient space 
and clearance so they can effectively join in?

•  If a person has better coordination and strength 
on one side of the body, make sure that person 
is positioned so that they can use their more 
functional side.

•  If a person has difficulty grasping different  
tools for the activity, there are simple ways to 
adapt them to enable them to be more effective 
in the activity.  You can also purchase adapted 
tools, kitchen items directly from ability shops 
and catalogues. 

5. Preparation - keeping it simple
•  Use resources that are easily available.  

That saves time and costs. What items and 
resources can you use from your workplace or 
home? Can you get items easily from local 
charity shops, budget shops and local stores?  
Can you find things from your yard, the beach, 
parks when you are out and about? For example, 
if you are going to do an activity about the 
beach, pick up shells, sand, seaweed, sun lotion 
from home. Take a zip lock bag to collect 
interesting things to use in activities. 

•  Focus on keeping the activity contained. 
This means, don't over complicate it put too 
many demands in it. For example, if you are 
doing a cooking activity: better to focus on one 
simple recipe rather than a more complicated 
meal. Also, if you are focusing on a specific 
cooking activity, sometimes it is better not to 
make it part of a mealtime preparation. This is 
because external pressures such as getting the 
meal done on time, people getting hungry, 
being task orientated can detract from the 
quality of the activity.

People in your  
group may have  

different levels of 
communication and 

understanding.



•  Repeat the activity.  
Repeating the activity saves you a lot of time 
and effort. It helps if you store all the resources 
away to do again, so you can just get them off 
the shelf and off you go. Many people enjoy 
repeating the activity for a number of reasons:  
repeating can reduce anxiety as people learn the 
routine, participants get the chance to practice 
and achieve more confidence and mastery. You 
can also slightly modify it over time to bring in 
variation. For example, if you did a series of 
making breads you could use the same process 
but add different items each e.g. cheese bread, 
olive bread.

6. Setting up the environment

Setting up the environment to be predictable 
without distractions can really help people 
engage in the activity. Some considerations:
•  Have a timetable and communicate with  

people what is happening. Make sure you 
communicate what is happening in methods 
people understand. You could use music and an 
object to communicate an activity. For example, 
showing an apron to indicate we are going to 
do cooking.  Show pictures in a timetable. 

•  Reduce distractions - such as switch off TV in 
background or ask staff who may be doing 
chores such as vacuuming not to do it during 
the activity.

•  Ask others who are not in the group to respect 
and value it. That means not interrupting the 
group or asking a member of staff helping run 
the group to move to another task or activity.

•  Make sure participants have had important needs 
met before the group starts if it is likely to cause 
disruption e.g. going to the toilet, having a snack.

•  Make sure any tools and appliances are tools 
and appliances are easily accessible.

•  Can everybody be included around the table  
or area where the activity is happening?  

•  Try to avoid 2 activities taking place in the  
same room.

7. Safety

Safety issues will of course vary depending on 
the activity, the environment and the people you 
are working with. A few examples include:
•  Careful use of sharp knives and tools. 
•  Being mindful of electric tools and appliances.
•  Level of support and supervision is available.
•  Do people in the group have allergies or 

modified diets?
•  Are there electric cables which could be hazards?
•  Hot surfaces.
•  People with sensory impairments who may not 

be aware of dangers such as hot surfaces.

Always check for any risks and manage 
accordingly to enable people to be safely 
included in the session.  

8. Are participants in the group engaged in the 
activity - is it working?

Often it is clear that people are engaging in the 
activity. They are joining in, making things, smiling, 
exploring items etc. There can be obvious signs 
when participants are not engaging for example, 
walking away from the activity, telling you they do 
not want to join in or pushing activities away from 
offered. Sometimes we need to look out for subtle 
signs that they are not able to engage - or have 
chosen not to. Look out for some subtle signs: 
•  Increasing self-engaging behaviours such as 

rocking, chewing on clothing.
•  Less eye contact and looking away.
•  Not responding to cues that a person usually 

does. For example, saying their name to get  
their attention. 

Setting up the 
environment to be 

predictable without 
distractions can really 

help people engage  
in the activity.



9. What we can do to promote engagement:
•  Use all of the qualities and concepts outlined  

in this document to meet individual needs.
•  Always provide opportunities for choice making 

e.g. which flavour cheese or chocolate.
•  Always provide opportunities for control -  

can they access and use equipment provided?  
Do you need to modify or change it? 

•  Enable people to feel accepted and included in 
the group. Saying their name, maybe having a 
small task in the group which helps them feel 
valued and included.

•  Have structure to a group. A beginning, middle 
and end. There are different ways you can do this 
for example, using music to indicate the group is 
starting, and using a pack up routine and finish 
sign to indicate the completion of the session.  

What if things go wrong?

Sometimes, even if we are well prepared things 
may not go as planned. For example, someone 
may become distressed or engage in behaviours 
of concern, the session becomes chaotic and 
people disengaged from the session.

Remember the outcome of the group activity 
does not dictate whether a group is successful.  
For example, if the aim is to bake a cake - but it  
is a cooking disaster. If the activity itself was 
enjoyable and people were engaged, then it  
was still a successful activity. In fact, fun and 
discussions and about things going wrong can  
be an activity in itself.  

Reflect on reasons why the activity did not work:
•  Check through your preparation outlined in the 

document. Is there anything that may have been 
missed? For example, were there any sensory 
issues which may have caused distress, were 
participants provided with choice and control?

•  Did you have enough people running the group?  
Usually you would need at least 2 people in a 
small group to enable everyone to be included. 

•  Learn from the experience, make changes where 
problems are identified.  

•  Give people time to adapt to doing things 
differently.

Take home thought  

If you use the steps and concepts outlined this 
this resource, you are setting everyone up to 
have a great experience.

Also, by using this structure, means that you will 
over time require less time and preparation to 
run successful activities.

It is all about 'Having fun with the people  
you support'.

Additional resources
•  Pinterest has lots of ideas of how you adapt 

tools and utensils for people with disabilities:  
www.pinterest.com.au/lmswedberg/diy-
occupational-therapy-gadgets/

•  Book: Sensory Stimulation: Sensory-
Focused Activities for People with Physical 
and Multiple Disabilities by Susan Fowler. 
Publisher: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. ISBN10 
1843104555, ISBN13 97818431045


