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Introduction
You are visiting a museum. The museum has invested in the finest bells and whistles –
interactives that call you to them, mood lighting to rival that of Disney World or a movie, and
lots of audio and visual technology. Every nook and cranny of the museum is filled with
wonderous sound and light, all competing for your attention. Children and adults alike express
their glee at this sight, at the “cool” things and smile in amazement.
You are unable to do this.
To you, every ray of light is a dagger moving from your eyes to your brain, twisting as it
changes and sparkles. To you, every sound is less symphony and more of a midnight
jackhammer, a chorus of construction noises assaulting your brain. No matter what you may try,
you have no way to avoid this. Children and adults, uncaring of the world around them, and
jockeying to have the best view of the exhibition touted worldwide as the finest, bump into you,
fabric and flesh rubbing against your arm without a care for your feelings, each touch like a
coarse sandpaper against your skin.
The final straw? An interpreter ignores your discomfort, visible on your face, body
language, and lack of ability to focus on exhibits, and asks you – no, tells you – that they have an
activity that is going to be running, and that you should join, using authoritative language to
overwhelm you.
You can’t handle it any more, and have to leave, having wasted your time and money on
this trip.
While this might just seem like someone having a particularly bad day, this is the average
day for a person with autism. This experience isn’t a dramatization – this is the experience of the
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author of this report. This is a reality that has been faced by so many, in so many museums – that
the design that wows the public, and the way that the field trains their staff, leaves them
disappointed in their experience at best, and at worst hating the mere concept of museum visits.
The average day does not provide pathways to inclusion in the museum experience; and so, steps
must be taken to provide accommodation. The solution is to provide an open door in the form of
a sensory friendly day. However, simply lowering lighting and sounds is not enough to truly
provide a sensory friendly day. A sensory friendly day must truly engage all senses, actively
working to make the museum a more inclusive place. In this report, the concept of a “basic”
sensory friendly day, the kind so often practiced by museums, will be outlined, with what steps
have worked. Following this, what the Eiteljorg should do, and what should make our sensory
friendly time special, will be outlined. Training of staff and volunteers will be explored, as well
as the logistical needs – what might need to be done, what might need to be purchased, and
where and when events will occur. Evaluation of the day will be explored, as well as potential
sources of funding. Following this, appendices to better illustrate some of the information in this
report will be included, and an appendix outlining a Jingle-rails specific event will also be
included.
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Types of Sensory Days
Basic Sensory Days
At their most basic core, a “sensory day” is simply a day where sensory aspects of a
museum are toned down to allow for guests to more easily interact with the museum, without
overstimulation. To better define these terms, one must first understand the senses and how they
related to having autism. The “five” senses – taste, smell, touch, hearing, and sight – as
commonly understood, are a good starting point for understanding how sensory input happens.
Taste usually deals with people with autism being often depicted as picky eaters – spice and
other taste input can be overwhelming, and taste is often the easiest to control. Smell, often
conveyed through claims of aromatherapy being useful for treating people with autism, and the
general relaxation aromatherapy can provide, can help as well as harm. Touch begins to be a
little bit more controllable. Sight – most commonly with light sensitivities – is an aspect in every
museum. Directional lights are important for giving art lighting, and many museums switched to
fluorescent bulbs. These combined, particularly in poor mounts that allow for fluorescents to
“flicker,” are particularly challenging for people with autism. To see flickering, rapidly
changing lights is to make the brain undergo many calculations, particularly with something that
the brain does not recognize as a positive or as simply a part of the background. On the converse
side, some studies have posited that certain lighting schemes can be potentially helpful for
people with autism. Sound, a major component of interactives, is difficult. Just as too many
light inputs can be overwhelming, too much sound input, particularly where it conflicts (such as
between two interactives focusing on wildly different topics) can overwhelm. On the other hand,
people with autism often have certain music or sounds that they might play to soothe themselves,
or wear headphones to block out external sound and help them be more able to focus on the
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sounds they want to hear, even in a museum environment. Touch comes in the form of
sensitivities to particular touches – for example, a particular fabric, such as a more “natural”
wool, might be something someone seeks to stimulate themselves on, but might not be
something they would wear for a long time. Similarly, someone with autism might prefer the
cool feeling of metal to warmth from a cushion and may sit on the floor or lean against a metal
wall, or seek out metal to touch. Texture, such as rough or smooth, may also be a sense that
someone seeks or is avoidant of, in different capacities. There is no one answer for what is
“sensory friendly” for anything, and touch is particularly true – someone may not want to be
touched by other people, but find immense comfort in holding and squeezing a stuffed animal.
It must also be noted, very explicitly, no two people with autism are going to experience
the same reaction to different stimuli. The author, as a person with autism, is not often affected
by taste or scent, but more heavily affected by sound and light. Others might be more affected by
taste and scent and have no issues with sound or light. There is no one size fits all solution, and
many museums do not realize this due to a lack of input from people with the disability. This is
often reflected in what so-called “basic” sensory days incorporate for their supports.
However, with all of these stimuli in mind, one must understand the effect of
overstimulation and what having too much of these stimuli actually does to affect a person.
Imagine the human brain to be like a bathtub. Stress from the outside world enters it like water
from a faucet, and leaves like water out of the drain. In the so-called “neurotypical” brain, the
drain functions properly: water leaves the drain at a rate where new water does not increase the
level in the tub in most cases, and even when it does the tub does not overflow unless something
extreme happens. In the brain of someone with autism, or any other sensory-affected condition,
the drain is a pin hole in a tub stopper. Water CAN drain, but it has to be consciously be given
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the time to do so, either by taking out the drain, or by avoiding adding more water, otherwise it
will quickly overflow the tub. When that tub overflows for someone with autism, they have a
“meltdown,” which is usually a desire to regain control of a situation and often is exemplified by
lashing out at people.
This is what causes museum exhibits and visits, or any public experience, to be difficult
for someone with autism. It is not that people with this disability do not want to visit museums,
or have some inherent problem with the idea of exhibits and interactives, but that interactives,
large crowds, and other hallmarks of modern museology are like adding a second faucet to their
tub: simply put, they will overflow far quicker at a museum than in the comfort of their home
without support.
These are what “basic sensory days,” the most common strategy for a sensory friendly
time, offer. They typically limit the number of guests on site, offer guests an environment with
fewer, if any, interactives enabled, and generally do their best to handle the tap component of the
bathtub metaphor by allowing guests to have a more controlled sensory profile in their visit.
While a simple solution, evaluation that I have found has shown that this is effective: people
with autism who visit these sorts of sensory days have tended to express, to the museums
running the programs, that they are happy with the results and feel more welcome.
However, the Eiteljorg is already, by the estimation of the author of this paper, a
relatively sensory friendly museum. LED lighting in all galleries, albeit some that has
unfortunate light-pathing that shines in the eyes, a relatively quiet space without many
uncontrolled sound interactives, and a low daily visitor count make the Eiteljorg a museum that,
for someone with autism, is incredibly welcoming, even on an average visit day. Running a
sensory friendly day at the Eiteljorg would be relatively easy; this means that we can be better
6

and offer what is a nearly unique, if not fully unique, sensory day that focuses on the “drain”
aspect of the tub metaphor, the act of letting stress out, as opposed to focusing on removing
sensory inputs and making the museum “quiet.”

Activity Sensory Day
As important, if not more important to someone with autism is the “drain” part of the
bathtub metaphor. These often exist in the form of sensory tools – things such as fidget spinners
or cubes, stress balls, and many other tools that are specially chosen for their ability to help
“empty” the tub of stress. In some cases, these tools are less intentional, and more circumstantial
– the author of this paper, for example, uses tie bars as a sensory tool in many cases, both for the
spring resistance aspect as well as the actual pattern and feel of the tie bar itself. This is where
the Eiteljorg will be able to offer something special. Objects at the museum, particularly in the
education collection, offer a variety of sensory profiles. By designing sensory activities around
these objects, the museum can become a more sensory friendly place for the many individuals
who would benefit from a sensory friendly day. In addition, these activities, once designed, can
be repurposed for other events as components, as their educational nature will help support
learning and provide content for individuals of all backgrounds. All staff and volunteers
involved will need special training to help support their ability to engage individuals with autism
and their parties.
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Sensory Day Content
Below is a list of the activities with a short, two-sentence description. Fact sheets for
each will be included as an appendix.
•

Loom with a View: An exploration of weaving and textile manufacturing, featuring
Navajo weaving equipment and leather working materials. This program will provide a
number of sensory inputs as well as background on the process of making textiles.1

•

Musical Masterpieces: Music is an important cultural component. Participants will be
able to explore different Western and Native American instruments, with songs provided
for those who are more musically inclined. This activity should be relatively isolated for
sensory purposes.2

•

Tool Time: This activity will explore the various tools used in the West both by Native
American and settler populations. Guests will be able to handle tools from the education
collection in this activity, giving a variety of sensory inputs. Guests will also learn about
what each tool does and will learn about the materials used to make them.3

•

Who Goes There?: This activity will be an identification activity, focused on animal pelts
and skulls. The variety of tactile input will be important here; for those who might be
less interested or able in identification the touch aspect will make the activity still
engaging.4

•

Cowboy Tea Party: An imaginative play area, where guests will have a chance to dress
up in cowboy garb and practice their trail eating. Education collection items will serve as

1

For full activity, please see Appendix A
For full activity, please see Appendix B
3
For full activity, please see Appendix C
4
For full activity, please see Appendix D
2
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a base around a “campfire,” set up in the center of the room, with both floor seating
(cushions) and table seating available.5
•

Art Activities: Two levels of art activity will be included: guided and unguided.
o Guided: These will either be led by museum staff, or by artists in residence.
These activities will require signing up in advance and will be themed around a
particular gallery, using a focused tour followed by the art activity.6
o Unguided: These activities will be simpler – coloring pages, origami, puzzle
making, and other simple art activities will be included throughout the museum.7

•

Art Show: People with autism, and disabilities in general, rarely have their voices heard
in the art world. As such, an “art show” featuring works we have on display will allow
them to feel heard and provide an interesting activity to get people thinking about art.
Staff will choose 5 pieces, typically within a theme, and guests will be given a sheet upon
arrival. Guests will then visit each piece, and write down what they liked and didn’t like
about it (this is optional), and at the bottom of the paper, they will have space to choose a
favorite and then submit it. If they submit it, they will have a chance to have their
feedback featured on the “winning” piece in a social media post.8

•

Storytime: Guests will be given a “story time” at various points in the day, where staff or
volunteers will read books to interested guests.9

•

Trained Tours: A series of tours of the museum, by trained Guides, will be ran
throughout the day, either on a central theme or on multiple themes. These tours should

5

For full activity, please see Appendix E
For full activity, please see Appendix F
7
For full activity, please see Appendix G
8
For full activity, please see Appendix H
9
For full activity, please see Appendix I
6
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be no different in execution than normal tours, but will have the benefit of the training
provided with this program for better serving guests with autism.
•

Sensory Bag: While not an activity, the development of a sensory bag, similar to that
which exists related to Jingle Rails, should be undertaken.10

Please note, the author of this paper is not a factual expert on these subjects. Activities are
focused on the sensory aspect of learning, and factual information should be added into the final
project where they may be absent here.

Sensory Bags
Many museums offer bags for people with autism full of supplies. In most cases, based
on the author’s prior research, these are focused on tools for helping reduce sensory input or
dealing with sensory issues – things like headphones, sunglasses, fidgets, and other objects.
However, the Eiteljorg, unlike any other museum encountered by the author, had previously
developed sensory bags based on the content, as opposed to simply being focused on generic
fidgets. This is a unique case, and one that would, in the opinion of the author, support learning
in many institutions. At the Eiteljorg, there are twofold ways that these bags can be developed
further: first, with an eye on refinement for Jingle Rails, and second, with an eye on development
of a sensory bag for use on the average museum visit.
The first, the extant sensory bags for Jingle Rails, are already the best support the author
is aware of in any museum, despite their limited adoption by the Eiteljorg. Coming in a museum
tote, the bag offers people with disabilities the chance to physically interact with the materials of
the Jingle Rails exhibit. Inside is a large piece of cotton fluff, the material the “snow” is made

10

For full activity, please see Appendix J
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of. A small dried gourd is also included, as well as a plastic bag full of materials: dried grasses,
dried bark, dried seed pods of various types, and dried evergreen needles. These are all used in
the creation of Jingle Rails. Additionally, a model boxcar was included in the bag used for
reference for this section, although other cars could be included.
While the Jingle Rails bags are already fairly complete, a few items could be added.
First, a recreation of the sticks used for the actual bridges would be beneficial to use; this would
help discourage touch of the trestles themselves. Additionally, the inclusion of some fake tree
branches, obtained by cutting apart a small Christmas tree purchased for the occasion, would be
beneficial to help protect the trees themselves.
Generally, the concept of including exhibit objects in a sensory bag will be difficult to
execute. However, recreations will fill the role. Namely, small facsimiles of similar style can
fill the role of three-dimensional artworks, while “stylistic representations” – small pieces of
paper with the appropriate physical style recreated – can substitute for paintings themselves. For
example, the style and brush strokes of the Grand Canyon painting can be recreated to substitute
for the piece itself. For these bags, below is the list of objects that could be included:
•

Small pot (pinch pot) with etching

•

Small bone art of some sort

•

Small leather piece

•

3 “Stylistic Representations” – 3 inch square each

•

3 representations of frame styles
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However, this praise of exhibition-focused sensory support should not discount the power of
traditional supports. Each bag should also include the following, both for Jingle Rails and for the
general museum work:
•

Inexpensive sunglasses

•

Inexpensive ear plugs (foam)

•

2 fidgets
o For example, one spinner and one stress ball. This is flexible.

•

1 social narrative, as appropriate

•

1 museum map, with more quiet areas marked.

By including a combination of both traditional and cutting-edge supports, these bags will help
make the Eiteljorg a leader in inclusion for people with autism.
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Logistical Concerns
While the activities and tours will be the primary focus, other needs should be considered
as well. First, the timing of the event is important. Many museums offer their sensory days as
protected times, where only those who have signed up are allowed in the museum. These either
operate outside of museum hours, overlapping museum hours, or taking up a whole day. To
isolate the entirety of a museum’s day, particularly at times which are accessible for families and
visitors, is anathema to the purpose of a museum in general, and even further to the sensory day
as a concept of inclusion in the opinion of the author. However, these isolated times allow for
guests to better experience the museum, and would allow those with more acute needs t hat
would be better served with a time solely for them to be served. The best compromise is
isolating one Sunday a month as a sensory day for the museum for high-frequency, and offering
one Sunday every two to three months for a lower-frequency event.
There are many benefits to Sunday. First, the museum is traditionally closed from 10 am
to 12 pm on Sundays. By offering these two hours as a cloistered time for individuals with acute
sensory needs, the museum offers these guests the freedom to visit on their terms without
compromising the museum’s ability to reach wider audiences. This sort of operation is similar to
the Smithsonian’s sensory mornings. Additionally, the choice of Sunday offers guests a more
relaxed time to visit, where many will have more of a chance to not be working. Many sensory
days and times are plagued by when they occur – for example, while 3 pm on a Wednesday may
be a very quiet time, and convenient for a museum to operate without fear of turning away other
guests from perceived reduced value or content, it is a time that is quiet for a lack of ability to
visit. Sundays, while also low volume days, offer a difference in the ability of target audiences
to visit as opposed to barriers to visitation.
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However, Sundays do offer some challenges. Given the Eiteljorg’s downtown location,
the museum would potentially have interaction with conferences, Colt’s games, and other events
on Sundays. While the Eiteljorg itself would likely be able to navigate these with careful
planning and information spreading, the museum may have some challenges with these events.
Additionally, having the museum open for extra time, even a short bit, would cost additional
money, so funding would need to be found for these events. The museum would also need to
prepare additional training, which would require a concerted effort as well as a balance between
training often but not overloading those running the programs, particularly guides, on training.
Finally, the museum would need to be aware of the needs of evaluation, and make it, as well as
the actual data mining of evaluation, a priority.
Other logistics are also important considerations. First, ticketing, particularly if a portion
of the day is a protected time, is important. While tickets would not be restrictive, a set of tickets
would help the museum be better aware of what needs to be purchased or procured, especially
for art supplies and staffing. Ticketing will also help staff be able to more effectively respond to
the needs of the day. Some of these needs, as well, will be the need for additional quiet space.
The more people who are present, the more quiet space will be needed, and the conference rooms
in the museum may need to be turned into temporary quiet spaces, as the proportion of people
who will need them will be far, far higher than the average visit. Finally, the museum will need
to have staff and volunteers be aware of how to keep the space sensory friendly in terms of the
unpredictability of human behavior without making guests who may be loud feel unwelcome.
This will be an area of training, but one which must be very carefully considered for best effect.
Additionally, gathering community groups to assist in the event would be helpful for ensuring
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the most accurate information is presented and that community members are properly served by
the event.
Food is also a logistical concern; a space, namely the hallway outside of the café, should
be designated for guests to eat in throughout the day. During lunch time (between 11 AM and 1
PM), the studio should be designated as an eating space, however, offering flexibility for guests
to eat when they are ready will help make the experience more welcoming. Allowing guests to
bring their own food, due to dietary restrictions stemming from autism in some way, shape, or
form, will allow them to better experience the museum and maximize their time enjoying the
exhibits.

Training
Training should be provided for this event, as well as for the general education of guides
and staff on interacting and supporting people with autism. The full training plan will be found
in Appendix K, where all information will be laid out for all needs. Depending on community
involvement, this may change. However, the primary points of training will be below:
•

What is Autism?: A short overview of the major parts of having autism and
important things, myths, and misconceptions that exist, in order to make sure all
involved best serve participants.

•

What will happen on the sensory friendly day?: This will be a timeline of events,
including what activities are being ran, as well as the people running said
activities.
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•

What should I expect?: This will cover some of the challenges that may occur
during the day, as well as some of the ways that people with autism may interact
differently, and how to best support these different styles of communication.

•

How can I help?: This will help staff and volunteers be better suited to support
people with autism and their families with relevant information suited to their
needs.

Evaluation
For this event, evaluation will occur in three ways: observational evaluation and
unprompted guest comments, in-person formal surveys, and electronic surveys after the event.
For the full forms and lists of questions, please see Appendices L, M, and N respectively.
However, all will be looking at similar thematic information. The themes to be evaluated are:
•

Number of individuals versus groups

•

The number of adults versus children

•

Which activities were most popular

•

Which activities were most enjoyed

•

Which activities were least popular

•

Which activities were least enjoyed

•

What training needs might be needed based on interactions

•

What training worked well

•

How happy were people visiting

•

What made our event special (the wow factor)
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Overall, these should help ensure that guests are getting the best experience, and that the
Eiteljorg is providing them with something special.

Funding
The Eitlejorg should seek funding for this program to help support the additional staff
time and needs of hiring and paying external groups, such as specialists in autism in the museum
world and accessibility consultants, as well as purchasing equipment for the programs
themselves. There are options for this, and research should be done to help ensure that funding
groups are relevant and not controversial in the community of people with autism. One example
that may be willing to fund this program is the David and Faten Black Foundation, Inc. a New
York Non-Profit which is focused on supporting the development of programs for people with
autism in all fields. However, other groups surely exist, and some local organizations may be
willing to donate time to the project as well.
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Conclusion
In the move for increased interactivity, the museum world has unintentionally moved to
be an exclusive venue. People with sensory differences have been pushed to the sidelines
unintentionally by the increased number of loud, bright, and busy interactives in exhibitions, and
as a result museums are moving forward with more sensory friendly experiences. By developing
such an experience less focused on changing the sensory profile of the museum – which in the
Eiteljorg is already quite excellent11 - and instead focusing on how to best support people in
handling their sensory challenges, the Eiteljorg can provide something unique not only in the
Indianapolis area, but in the museum field. By taking the information learned in these events and
spreading it, the Eiteljorg can also help make the world a much more welcoming place for people
with autism.

11

For a comprehensive list of changes that will need to be made for a Jingle Rails Sensory Day, please see
Appendix L. The increased sensory and crowd input of Jingle Rails will make it a different challenge, although not
warranting its own document.

18

Works Cited
Anila, Swarupa. “Inclusion Requires Fracturing.” Journal of Museum Education 42 No. 2
(2017): 108-119.
Battocchi, A., F. Pianesi, D. Tomasini, M. Zancanaro, G. Esposito, P. Venuti, A. Ben Sasson, E.
Gal, P. L. Weiss. “Collaborative Puzzle Game: A Tabletop Interactive Game for
Fostering Collaboration in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD).” 2009
Virtual Rehabilitation International Conference (2009): 197-204.
Bredlau, Susan M. “A Respectful World: Merleau-Ponty and the Experience of Depth.” Human
Studies 33, No. 4 (2010): 411-423.
Briseno, Eduarda. Telephone Interview by Author, October 21, 2019.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “What is Autism Spectrum Disorder?” Autism
Spectrum Disorder. Accessed 9 December, 2019.
Cho, Hyojung and Anna Jolley. “Museum Education for Children with Disabilities:
Development of the Nature Senses Traveling Trunk.” Journal of Museum Education 41,
No. 3 (2016): 220-229.
Clapot, Marie and Shannon Daniels. Telephone Interview by Author, September 23, 2019.
Coates, Charlotte. “Making the Museum Autism Friendly – best practice from around the
world.” MuseumNext, February 17, 2019.
Coogle, Christan Grygas, Siddiq Ahmed, Mohammed Abdulaziz Aljaffal, Manal Yousef
Alsheef, and Hamad Ali Hamdi. “Social Narrative Strategies to Support Children with
Autism Spectrum Disorder.” Early Childhood Education Journal 46 (2018): 445-450.
19

Davis, Lora J. “Providing Virtual Services to All: A Mixed-Method Analysis of the Website
Accessibility of Philadelphia Area Consortium of Special Collections Libraries
(PACSCL) Member Repositories.” The American Archivist 75, No. 1 (2012): 35-55.
DeGrace, Beth Werner. “The Everyday Occupation of Families with Children with Autism.”
American Journal of Occupational Therapy 58, No. 5 (2004): 543-550.
Dejan, Ashley. “The White House Turned Blue for “Autism Awareness.” That’s Actually Bad
for Autistic People.” Mother Jones, April 17, 2017.
Freed-Brown, Elise. “A Different Mind: Developing Museum Programs for Children with
Autism.” Master’s Thesis. Seton Hall University, 2010.
Garfield, Alice. Telephone Interview by Author, October 9, 2019.
Golden, Tamara and Lynn Walsh. “Play for All at Chicago Children’s Museum: A History and
Overview.” Curator: The Museum Journal 56, No. 13 (2013): 337-347.
Grady, Ashley. Telephone Interview by Author, October 24, 2019.
Gray, Kylie M., Caroline M. Keating, John R. Taffe, Avril V. Brereton, Stewart L. Einfeld,
Tessa C. Reardon, and Bruce J. Tonge. “Adult Outcomes in Autism: Community
Inclusion and Living Skills.” Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders 44, No. 1
(2014): 3006-3015.
Gunther, Christena. Telephone Interview by Author, October 18, 2019.
Hench, Katie. Telephone Interview by Author. October 25, 2019.
Ideishi, Roger. Email Message to Author, October 25, 2019.

20

Ideishi, Roger. Telephone Interview by Author, October 9, 2019.
Johnson, Kristina. In-Person Interview by Author, October 4, 2019.
Kaufman, Ryan, Eric Rinehardt, Hank Hine, Berney Wilkinson, Peter Tush, Bethany Mead and
Francisco Fernandez. “The Effects of a Museum Art Program on the Self-Concept of
Children.” Art Threapy 31, No 3 (2014): 118-125.
Kennedy, Jil. “Inclusion in the Museum: A Toolkit Prototype for People with Autism Spectrum
Disorder.” Master’s Thesis. University of Oregon, 2006.
King-Sears, Margaret Elain, Christopher Swanson, and Lynne Mainzer. “TECHnology and
Literacy for Adolescents with Disabilities.” Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 54,
No. 8 (2011): 569-578.
Kulik, Taylor Kelsey and Tina Sue Fletcher. “Considering the Museum Experience of Children
with Autism.” Curator: The Museum Journal 59, No. 1 (2016): 27-38.
Langa, Lesley A, Pino Monaco, Mega Subramaniam, Paul T. Jaeger, Katie Shanahan, and Beth
Ziebarth. “Improving the Museum Experiences of Children with Autism Spectrum
Disorders and Their Families: An Exploratory Examination of Their Motivations and
Needs and Using Web-based Resources to Meet Them.” Curator: The Museum Journal
56, No. 3 (2013), 323-335.
Loveland, Katherine A., and Belgin Tunali. “Social Scripts for Conversational Interactions in
Autism and Down Syndrome.” Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders 21, No.
2 (1991): 177-186.

21

Lurio, Ansel: “Engaging Children with Autism at Historic Sites: Developing an Audienceappropriate Curriculum.” Journal of Museum Education 41, No. 3 (2016): 165-173.
Lussenhop, Alexander, Leigh Ann Mesiti, Ellen S. Cohn, Gael I. Orsmond, Juli Goss, Christine
Reich, Allison Osipow, Kayla Pirri, and Anna Lindgren-Streicher. “Social Participation
of Families with Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a Science Museum.”
Museums and Social Issues 11, No. 2 (2016): 122-137.
Madge, Claire. “Autism in Museums: a revolution in the making.” Center for the Future of
Museums Blog, July 16, 2019.
Martin, Charlotte. Telephone Interview by Author, September 27, 2019.
Maxwell, Lorraine E. and Jennifer Platten Killeen. “Museum Visits: Experiences of Special
Education and Typically Developing Children.” The Journal of Museum Education 27,
No. 1 (2002): 18-21.
McGlynn, Kaitlyn and Janet Kelly. “Planning and preparing your students with special needs for
field trips.” Science Scope 41, No. 3 (2017): 22-25.
Mulligan, Shelley, Paula Rais, Jacqueline Steele-Driscoll and Samantha Townsend.
“Examination of a Museum Program for Children with Autism.” Journal of Museum
Education 38, No. 3 (2013): 308-319.
Naudziunas, Jessica. “How To Make Museums More Inviting For Kids With Autism.” NPR,
June 18, 2013.

22

Rappolt-Schlicchtmann, Gabrielle and Samantha G. Daley. “Providing Access to Engagement in
Learning: The Potential of Universal Design for Learning in Museum Design.” Curator:
The Museum Journal 56, No. 13 (2013): 307-321.
Rifkind, Risa. Telephone Interview by Author, October 21, 2019.
Schleien, Stuart J., Theresa Mustonen, and John E. Rynders. “Participation of Children with
Autism and Nondisabled Peers in a Cooperatively Structured Community Art Program.”
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders 25, No. 4 (1995): 397-413.
Schmidt, Sandy. In-Person Interview by Author, October 15, 2019.
Shrikant, Aditi. “How Museums Are Becoming More Sensory-Friendly For Those With
Autism.” Smithsonian.com, January 5, 2018.
Siegel, Betty. Telephone Interview by Author, September 27, 2019.
Solomon, Olga and Nancy Bagatell. “Introduction: Autism: Rethinking the Possibilities.” Ethos
38 (2010): 1-7.
Stemler, Barbara Johnson. “Intrepid Autism,” Dimensions, September-October 2018, 30-35.
Swartzenberg, Felicia Dianne. “Using Mobile Technology to Improve Accessibility for Museum
Visitors with Autism.” Master’s Thesis. Rochester Institute of Technology, 2019.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art. “Resources for Visitors on the Autism Spectrum.” Accessed
6 October 2019.
Todd, Eric. In-Person Interview by Author, October 22, 2019.
Tognarine, Justin. Telephone Interview by Author, November 12, 2019.

23

Tyler, William S. “Accommodating Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Museums.”
Master’s Thesis. State University of New York College at Buffalo, 2015.
Van Voorst, Kelsey. In-Person Interview by Author, September 27, 2019.
Varner, Rachel. “Museums and Visitors with Autism: An Overview of Programs.” Master’s
Thesis. Rochester Institute of Technology, 2010.
Walsh, Lynn. Telephone Interview by Author, October 28, 2019.
Wexler, Alice. ““The Siege of the Cultural City is Underway:” Adolescents with Developmental
Disabilities make “Art.”” Studies in Art Education 53, No. 1 (2011): 53-70.
Williams, Peter. Telephone Interview by Author, October 21, 2019.
Williams, Ray. “Welcoming (and Learning from) the Stranger: The Museum as a Forum for
Interfaith Dialogue.” Journal of Museum Education 44 No. 1 (2019): 34-40.
Willingham, Emily. “Why Autism Speaks Doesn’t Speak for Me.” Forbes, November 13, 2013.

24

Appendix A: Loom with a View Activity Sheet

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

Appendix B: Musical Masterpieces Activity Sheet
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Appendix C: Tool Time Activity Sheet
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Appendix D: Who Goes There? Activity Sheet
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Appendix E: Western Tea Party
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Appendix F: Guided Art Activities Activity Sheet
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Appendix G: Unguided Art Activities Activity Sheet
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Appendix H: Art Show Activity Sheet
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Appendix I: Storytime Activity Sheet
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Appendix J: Sensory Bag Activity Sheet
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Appendix K: Training Plan
•

What is autism?
o Medical definition
▪

CDC: 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.

▪

A diagnosis of ASD now includes several conditions that used to be
diagnosed separately: autistic disorder, pervasive developmental disorder
not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS), and Asperger syndrome. These
conditions are now all called autism spectrum disorder.

o Lived experiences
▪

▪

Mine (Ross Edelstein)
•

Being autistic

•

Sights and sounds of autism

•

The Bathtub Metaphor

•

What museums have done for me

Others
•

Experiences and talks I have been in
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o Questions12
•

What do people with autism have trouble with at museums?
o Sounds
▪

Too loud

▪

Conflicting sounds

o Lights
▪

Conflicting lights

o Crowds
▪

Noise of crowds

▪

Unwanted touch

▪

Inability to see desired exhibits

o Social requirements
▪

People with autism don’t always understand why certain social rules are
followed, and may not follow them. When chastised for this they can
become upset, because people with autism do not understand that they
have violated an unspoken rule.

o Unfamiliarity
▪

One primary experience of having autism is discomfort. This is why
weighted blankets and having items that are comfort items (like a favorite
stuffed animal) is a common trope – going to a new place is unfamiliar
and uncomfortable, and this comfortable thing can make it easier. A new
museum visit, or any museum visit, can add to this discomfort.

12

For all question times but the last, only take two questions.
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o People
▪

Similar to unfamiliarity, people that someone doesn’t know, particularly
when they have to interact with them, can be difficult, especially when the
person interacting with them does not know how to best support their
needs.

o Lack of sensory input
▪

People with autism often require sensory input that they can control, and
the most common of this is touch. Since many museums have exhibits
and objects that can’t be touched, museums are often places where people
cannot deal with the “drain” aspect of the bathtub.

o Meltdowns
▪

Causes
•

By my definition, a meltdown is an overwhelming experience
where there is no hope of removing these factors.

•

The bathtub metaphor – overflowing

•

Meltdowns can be caused through a variety of factors, usually a
combination of several. Often it looks like the meltdown happened
over nothing, when the reality is that several inputs caused the
overload and subsequent meltdown.

▪

Solutions
•

Quiet rooms/spaces
o Having a quiet space to destimulate and destress is
important for resolving a meltdown. This returns control –
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one of the things that a meltdown often results as a lack of
– to the person with autism.
•

Sensory tools often allow for that excess that caused the overload
to be dealt with.

•

Sometimes, all that is needed is a nap, or time to reset.

•

Sometimes, dealing with a particular issue can counteract a
meltdown – often this manifests with hunger, or desires for
specific things that aren’t being met.

•

What do people with autism GET out of museum experiences?
o A sense of belonging
▪

People with autism don’t feel like they belong in many places, and often
are left out of community events because of their disability.

▪

A museum experience can help make people with autism feel like they are
a part of something larger than themselves or their community at large.

o A place they feel comfortable
▪

▪

Many people with autism, once they have visited a museum, return.
•

The Met story

•

Ross and the State Museum

This is often lacking in their lives beyond the home. This can make a
museum an important part of someone’s life.

o Fun
o Knowledge
o The ability to talk about a potential favorite thing/special interest
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▪

Special interest: something that someone with autism has an
overwhelming interest in, where they can often recite every fact or
important piece of information.
•

Stereotype example: liking trains
o Why people with autism like trains

•
▪

My example: history and storytelling. Also trains.

Often a museum will deal with their special interest, or they may develop
a new special interest.

•

Questions

•

What can you do to help someone with autism at a museum?
o Explain simply and clearly, but don't talk down.
o Try and get them to be in a position where they are putting themselves in your
shoes; even in non-verbal people with autism they will still likely understand.
o Sometimes including the "why" can help as well. Simply saying "no" doesn’t'
change a lack of understanding.
o Listen to what they tell you
▪

Needs
•

If someone with autism feels comfortable, they will likely tell you
what they need. This may vary.

▪

Interests
•

If someone with autism is comfortable sharing their interests,
particularly museum related, listen. They might not have many
people who do.
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o Take the time to know what resources you have
▪

Headphones

▪

Sunglasses?

▪

Earplugs?

▪

Sensory Bags?

▪

Return tickets

▪

Quiet spaces

▪

Sensory days

o Don't assume someone has autism
▪

Let them self-identify to you

▪

If rendering aid (i.e.) meltdown, do not make resource offering about their
disability. Make it about their current need for safety, quiet,
decompressing, etc.

▪

If someone reveals it, continue to make it about their current needs and not
their disability in general

•

Questions (x2)

•

Scenarios
o There are no right answers to these, but there are wrong answers.
o Scenario 1: You are giving a tour. One of the guests has been talking often,
getting off task in the tour, but otherwise staying incredibly engaged in the
content. How do you keep them on task?
▪

They or a caregiver have shared they have autism. How do you help
them?
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o Scenario 2: Someone is present at a sensory friendly day and despite the improved
environment is having an issue.
▪

They are having a full meltdown. How do you help?

▪

They are not having a meltdown, but they are clearly uncomfortable and
need help. How do you provide it?

▪

They are having a meltdown but moving to a quiet room. How do you
help?

▪

They are having a meltdown but moving to leave. How do you help?

▪

They are not having a meltdown but are uncomfortable and moving to
leave. How can you help?

o Scenario 3: Someone has asked you what resources you have for people with
autism. What can you provide?
o Scenario 4: Someone, during a sensory day, has touched a piece of art. How do
you explain to them that it is wrong to touch the art?
•

Final questions
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Appendix L: Jingle Rails Sensory Day Information
Jingle Rails is a far more sensory stimulating experience than other aspects of the
museum. However, the general plan for a sensory day can still be applied. The only changes
should be as such to more fully accommodate for the increased sensory input of Jingle Rails:
•

Turn off any noisemaking parts of Jingle Rails (racetrack, train sounds, etc.)

•

Put up signs advising visitors that the Jingle Rails area itself will be more noisy than the
rest of the museum

•

Limit the number of people in Jingle Rails to help contain excess noise

•

Provide staff at Jingle Rails with information on where the nearest quiet areas are if
someone is overwhelmed

•

Provide guests with sensory bags to help with the Jingle Rails experience.

A sensory day is relatively easy to pull off, and by altering Jingle Rails to fit the profile of a
“basic sensory day” in combination with what ideas and activities have been developed here, the
museum can provide a far more welcoming experience for Jingle Rails.
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Appendix M: Proposed Outline of Activities
The following is a proposed outline for a sensory day at the Eiteljorg. Please note that this
outline is a rough estimate of the time needed to prepare for the day, as well as what activities
might be included. Museum realities and staffing concerns may change how the museum
operates. Please note, this outline is kept with Sunday in mind.
Time/Day

Event Segment
Volunteers and staff will be trained on
interacting with people with autism. Please

One Month Prior
note, this does not need to occur before every
event, but must happen regularly.
Marketing/Public Programs will reach out to
guests who have previously shown interest in
the program. Marketing will also send out
Two Weeks Prior
social media reminders, increasing in
frequency until the day of. Online ticketing
for determining supplies will be opened.
All necessary supplies will be purchased, and
One Week Prior

pre-event set up will begin (gathering
materials for activities, making printouts, etc.)
Staff will set up stations near the end of the

One Day Prior
day. This will involve moving tables and
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chairs, as well as re-configuring conference or
studio spaces, as necessary.
Staff and volunteers arrive and begin setting
up activities. Any final station set-up will be
undertaken, and evaluation will be prepared.13
8:00 AM
All interactives or videos will be either
disabled, volume turned off, or changed to
activate upon guest interaction.
The early arrival guests will begin to trickle
9:30 AM
in.
The exclusive “Sensory Friendly” time, where
10:00 AM

the museum is limited to those who preregistered, begins.

10:30 AM

Story Time (Native American Galleries)

11:00 AM

“Sensory Friendly” art activity (Studio)
Free staff clean studio. Museum opens to

12:00 PM

general public; Sensory Friendly Day sound
rules and respect rules are still in effect.
Studio is opened as an eating space for those

12:30 PM
who brought their own lunch.

13

Multiple staff members should be involved with evaluation. For example, staff should take turns gathering
observational data, and all should be asking people to fill out surveys where appropriate. Remember, good customer
service and comfort is key!
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Studio is closed for lunch as last guests finish.
1:30 PM
Studio is cleaned by staff.
2:30

Story Time (Western Galleries)

3:00

“Sensory Friendly” art activity (Studio)

4:00

Free staff clean studio
End of sensory day. Any activities that must
be packed up will, though tables and chairs

5:00
can be left until the next morning to be
removed from gallery spaces.
Those who signed up for advance tickets, or
who showed other interest in taking the
The next morning

survey online, are sent the survey link. The
survey will be open for two weeks after the
event.
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Appendix N: Sensory Day Rules of Respect
The following rules should be made into a simple sign to be displayed at entrances. Having the
rules posted will allow for both chaperones and staff to help make sure that guests with autism –
and those without – make the sensory day enjoyable for all guests.
•

I will use a quiet voice when talking

•

I will keep my hands, feet, and things to myself

•

I will wait my turn

•

I will let other people enjoy the museum like I am

•

I will be kind to others

•

I will tell someone if I am having a problem

•

I will have fun!
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Appendix O: Proposed Evaluation
Observational Worksheet
Event Name: ___________________________________________________________________
Evaluator Name: _______________________________________________________________
Station Name: __________________________________________________________________
Section 1: Data Gathering14
How many people do you see at the station? __________________________________________
What ages do you see at the station? ________________________________________________
Are there any groups at the station? If so, how many, and what kind?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
What activities is the station running? Are people completing activities as expected? If not,
what are they doing instead?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

14

This template should be copied and pasted for all activities, plus one for general museum observations
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What are people saying? What do you overhear? (About the museum, about the activity, about
the event, about themselves, etc.)?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
What other notes do you have?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Section 2: Analysis15
Which activities had the most people? _______________________________________________
Which activities had the least people? _______________________________________________
Based on your observations, which activities engaged people the most? Why do you think this?
______________________________________________________________________________

15

This section should be used to analyze all activities overall
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______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Based on your observations, which activities engaged people the least? Why do you think this?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Based on your observations, were people having a good time at the museum? Why or why not?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Did you have any other observations that did not make it into this form?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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In Person Survey
Thank you for completing our survey! We just have a few short questions for you to complete.
Present this survey to the front desk for a coupon for 10% off at the museum gift shop!16
1. Have you visited the Eiteljorg before?

Yes

/

No

2. How many times do you visit the Eiteljorg in a year?
1

2

3

4

5

More Than 5

3. How did you hear about the Sensory Day?
________________________________________________________________________
4. Do you or anyone you came with today have autism?

Yes

/

No

5. Do you or anyone you came with today have ADHD?

Yes

/

No

6. Do you or anyone you came with today have a disability not mentioned? Yes

/

No

7. What activity did you enjoy the most?
________________________________________________________________________
8. Was there anything that could have been improved to make the day more comfortable for
you?
________________________________________________________________________
9. What worked well for you today?
________________________________________________________________________
10. Would you come back to another Sensory Day?

Yes

/

No

Why or why not?

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

16

Placeholder reward; some reward should be given.
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Online Survey
Thank you for taking our survey! We are looking to improve our sensory friendly events and
help make the museum in general more inclusive. This survey should take no longer than 15
minutes to complete. At the end, you will be able to submit your email address to receive a
coupon for 15% off your next visit to the Eiteljorg. No personal information will be saved for
this survey other than what is provided.
1. How old are you?

18-21 22-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 61-70 71-80 80+

2. Did you visit alone, or in a group? How would you describe the group? (Short Answer)
3. Did any member of your group have a disability? If you are comfortable sharing, what
was it? (Short Answer)
4. Was this your first visit to the Eiteljorg? (Yes/No)
5. How often do you visit museums or other cultural institutions each year? (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6,
7, 8, 9, 10, more than 10)
6. How did you hear about the sensory friendly day? (Multiple choice, with other option.
Include all marketing options)
7. What made you decide to visit during our sensory friendly day? (Short answer)
8. What activity did you enjoy the most? (Multiple choice, list of activities as well as
looking through the galleries)
9. What activity has the most room for improvement? (Multiple choice, list of activities as
well as looking through the galleries)
10. What would make that activity more beneficial for your needs?
11. What did the museum do for the sensory friendly day that was most helpful for your
needs? (Short answer)
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12. What did the museum do that could be most improved upon.
13. After the sensory friendly day, would you feel comfortable visiting on a normal day?
(yes/no)
14. Why or why not? (Related to #13)
15. Would you want another sensory friendly day? (Yes/No)
16. Are there any themes that you would want to see in other days? (Short answer)
17. Did you feel comfortable and welcomed during the Sensory Friendly Day? (Yes/No)
18. On a scale from 1-10, with 1 being the least helpful and 10 being the most helpful, how
were the museum’s staff and volunteers in terms of helpfulness and meeting your needs?
(1-10)
19. What could be improved for staff and volunteers? (Short Answer)
20. Did you have any other thoughts, questions, or concerns? (Essay)
Thank you for completing the survey! If you would like to have a coupon for 15% off your next
museum visit, please enter your email on the next page. Your personal information will not be
stored with the results of the survey. Thank you again for your visit and we hope to see you
again soon.
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