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Foreword

I N 2011, NOT LONG AFTER STARTING A GRANT-FUNDED SENSORY STORY-
time at the Ferguson Library in Stamford, Connecticut, I organized and pre-
sented at a session called “Sensory Storytime: Preschool Programming That 

Makes Sense for Children with Autism” at that year’s ALA Annual Conference. 
At the time, this type of program was almost unheard-of, and my goal was to 
bring it to the attention of youth services librarians around the country.

The session was well-attended and appeared to be well-received, and I was 
relieved when it was over. Then the unbelievable happened. A woman walked 
up to me brandishing a business card. She asked if I had ever thought about 
writing a book on the subject. I was floored. I had published a number of arti-
cles but never thought of writing a book, but she had planted a seed. Soon after, 
I developed and submitted a proposal to ALA Editions, which led to my 2014 
book, Programming for Children and Teens with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

The book got good reviews, including a star in School Library Journal, and 
after its publication I gave conference presentations, webinars, and library sys-
tem trainings. I became involved with Targeting Autism, an initiative of the Illi-
nois State Library, and I have been presenting at its national forums and serving 
on its advisory board. I started a grant called “Autism Welcome Here: Library 
Programs, Services and More,” which awards $5,000 in total annually to initia-
tives that make libraries more accessible to autistic people. The grant committee 
I put together consisted of me, another youth services librarian, a library direc-
tor, the creator of Targeting Autism, the director of an autism agency, and an 
autistic self-advocate. All of these were people I met through Targeting Autism. 

Over the five-year history of the grant to date, I have seen a marked change in 
the sophistication and creativity of the applications. The incidence of autism has 
increased over that period of time, but so has the response of the library world, 
and especially youth services, to it. 

During this same period, equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in both librar-
ies and its own organization became a goal of the American Library Association. 

by Barbara Klipper
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This goal was championed by Loida Garcia-Febo during her ALA presidency, 
and it came to the fore as librarians educated themselves about systemic racism, 
and the Black Lives Matter movement spread across the country. While EDI is 
most often associated with racial injustice and underrepresentation, it applies 
equally to people with disabilities, who also face rampant discrimination in our 
society and underrepresentation in our literature and libraries. 

Since writing my 2014 book, I have learned a lot through the Target-
ing Autism forums, my own understanding of EDI, and my own reading and 
increased social and political awareness. I came to realize that there were things 
I would do differently now and that a major deficiency of the book was its lack 
of representation, since I had parents and professionals speak to the experience 
of autism rather than autistic people, for whom this was their lived experience. 

Since I wrote the book, the autism world has also evolved. Previously accepted 
but problematic terminology has been largely abandoned, and the neurodiver-
sity movement has grown along with the adoption of the social model of dis-
ability, which addresses the need to reduce barriers for autistic people so they 
can participate freely in society. It became clear to me, given the changes in the 
country, in libraries, and in myself, that a new edition of the book was needed.

However, even as more library programs and services became available for 
autistic young people, I became deeply concerned about what happens to them 
and to those with other disabilities as they age out of the educational system. 
I now wanted to spend my time shining a light on the needs of these adults 
and showing librarians what they could do to help fill the gap in services and 
programming for them. My mentor, collaborator, and friend Carrie Banks and 
I decided to write a book similar to my book about programming for autistic 
youth, but this one would be about adults, and so we pitched it to ALA Editions. 
The problem was that I couldn’t both update the youth programming book and 
write the adult programming book, nor did I want to, much as I desired to see 
both happen.

Then I thought of Dr. Amelia Anderson, a knowledgeable and accomplished 
academic whose work focuses on the intersection of autism and libraries. I had 
met Dr. Anderson at the Targeting Autism forums, and I knew she would be the 
perfect person to research and write a new, updated edition of my 2014 book. 
And I was so right. I’m extremely grateful that when I approached Dr. Anderson 
to ask her if she would consider the project, she enthusiastically agreed on the 
spot. What you hold in your hands is the result, and Dr. Anderson has done 
me proud, updating the book in many ways and centering the voices of autism 
self-advocates in the conversation, where they are meant to be. 

I hope that those of you who found my 2014 book useful are as pleased with 
this new edition as I am. And because I could trust Dr. Anderson with it, Carrie 
Banks and I had the opportunity to write our companion book, Programming for 
Adults with Developmental Disabilities. I hope your library will get and use that 
volume as well. 
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Introduction

I MET BARBARA KLIPPER FOR THE FIRST TIME AT THE “TARGETING AUTISM 
in Libraries” conference in 2018. As always, the event was inspiring and 
left me motivated to continue my work at the intersection of autism and 

libraries, bolstered by the self-advocates and allies I had met and learned from. 
On the final day of the conference, I noticed the name tag of the person behind 
me on the hotel shuttle—Barbara Klipper! This was a celebrity sighting for me, 
as I use and reference the first edition of her book often. 

A few short months later, Barbara and I met again at the American Library 
Association (ALA) Annual Conference. She invited me to meet for coffee and a 
chat; little did I know that she had a bigger plan. After attending the “Targeting 
Autism in Libraries” conference and hearing from self-advocates, Barbara knew 
that her 2014 book needed a refresh. While the first edition accurately reflected 
the time in which it was published, there were new understandings and ideas 
that needed to be incorporated now. The book’s language, terminology, and 
approaches needed to be updated to reflect the understanding of autism self- 
advocates, and to help librarians become true allies of the autistic youth in 
their communities. The book needed to include autistic voices themselves, and 
it needed to reflect the new knowledge that has been learned about autism, as 
well as new initiatives that libraries have introduced since the original publica-
tion. To my great honor, Barbara asked if I would take the lead on this update. 

When we know better, we do better, and such is the case with this book. In 
this edition, I use the word “autistic” very purposefully, instead of referring to a 
child or teen as someone “with autism.” This reflects the preferences of autistic 
self-advocates, who prefer identity-first, not person-first, language. This is an 
ongoing discussion, and I hope that no matter what your language preferences 
are, you will learn from the approaches provided in this book. A more nuanced 
discussion of language is provided in chapters 1 and 2. 

When faced with updating this text, it was clear that the framing needed a 
major update. The program ideas provided in this book are incredibly rich and 
easy to replicate. My fear was that librarians would not read past the introduc-
tory chapters to access the program ideas, or else they would jump right to the 
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program ideas and miss the reasons for the approaches suggested and the best 
practices to follow, which were covered in the first chapters of the first edition 
and are repeated here with some modification. 

In this edition, there are now new, replicable programs and updates provided 
for the examples of successful library programming in the previous edition. But 
the work of programming must be grounded in general knowledge and an intro-
duction to autism, and that information needs to be current and correct. This 
has all been updated with what we know today. 

Additionally, we all experienced a monumental shift in 2020 with the COVID-
19 pandemic. Library services shifted online, and many programs still operate 
this way. To account for these changes, I have included virtual options through-
out the book. Look for the “Make It Virtual” tag within the chapters for ideas 
about programs that could easily be done in a virtual environment. 

This edition will present the currently accepted facts about autism, and what 
are seen as best practices, but as you read you should keep a few things in mind:

1. Ideally, libraries should offer multiple, primarily inclusive programs, train 
staff repeatedly and in different ways, and apply all of the suggested best 
practices. However, we all live with budget and time constraints, and we 
must work within the mandates of our library administrations. As you 
read and apply the ideas presented in this book, feel free to modify them, 
both to match the autistic children and teens you serve and to fit your 
library’s community and culture. Hopefully, if you have small successes, 
you will be able to build on them over time. 

2. Our understanding of autism is constantly evolving, so what we know in 
2021 may be seen as misguided in 2023. This continuous evolution is one 
reason for this second edition. 

3. How autism is talked about may depend to some extent on who is doing 
the talking. Doctors and therapists, researchers, and parents may share 
common views about autism, or they may not. “Self-advocates,” the term 
often used for autistic people who speak on their own behalf, may have a 
totally different concept of what autism is. This book will try to give you 
both the professional and the self-advocate view. 

4. I have been careful to operate from the assumption that there is nothing 
about autism that needs to be “fixed” or feared, which is primarily the 
view of self-advocates and their allies. But there are educational needs to 
be addressed and barriers removed if we wish to improve services for the 
autistic members of the community.

This edition presents the facts as objectively as possible, while acknowl-
edging that some of these facts are fluid and somewhat subjective. The aim is 
always to provide information and approaches that can improve library visits 
and programs for the autistic youth and teens you serve. This edition amplifies 
the voices of autistic self-advocates, all of whom are librarians themselves. Their 
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voices were not included in the first edition, and that was a shortcoming of that 
book. It should be noted that these contributions were edited for length to be 
included in the printed text. These edits were made in careful collaboration with 
the authors, and no additional edits were made to change content, grammar, or 
otherwise alter the meaning of the original work. 

I acknowledge my privilege as a non-autistic researcher, but I know that 
this privilege also allows me to provide a platform for those whose voices 
might otherwise not be heard. This edition amplifies the voices of autistic self- 
advocates, many of them librarians themselves. I am not autistic; I am a 
researcher, educator, and former public librarian. And as I hope I have demon-
strated in this updated edition, I am also an ally.

There is still work to be done, but I hope that you find the second edition 
of this text even more approachable and valuable than the first. In the spirit of 
continual growth, I hope that you will reach out should you have questions or 
concerns about the approaches used in this text. Let’s work together to move 
this conversation forward as we continually improve library services for the 
communities we serve. 

—Amelia Anderson
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How to Use This Book

A S BARBARA KLIPPER DESCRIBED IN THE FIRST EDITION, GIVEN THE 
prevalence of autism, there is a high price to pay when we avoid serv-
ing these community members and, by extension, their families. Every 

time an autistic child is not comfortable with or is unable to successfully use the 
library, that child’s parents and siblings are not fully able to use this community 
resource either. These families are already isolated in many ways. We should 
not add to that isolation by effectively denying them access to one of our most 
important community institutions.

Our sincere hope is that this book will continue to provide librarians with 
a general comfort level, understanding of need, and easy-to-replicate ideas for 
successfully serving autistic children and teens in their communities.

Read the whole book, even if you think only one or two of the chapters apply 
to you. The material is arranged in a way that should be the most useful, but 
there is a lot of overlap. Many of the program ideas found in the chapter about 
schools, for example, can also work in a public library, and the introductory 
material in each chapter can also have broader applications.

The purpose of this book is to provide librarians who work with children and 
teens with enough information that they will no longer feel unprepared and 
fearful of working with autistic children and their families. Adults who work 
with young people in schools, community centers, and camps can also use the 
information and implement the programs found in this book

You’ll learn a little about autism, including how it manifests in behaviors, as 
well as some general guidelines for interacting with autistic people in a library 
setting. We’ll introduce the things you need to consider as you design program-
ming for this population, we will describe best practices, and we’ll tell you how to 
select books and music to use in your programs. We’ll also supply programming 
ideas for different age groups, along with general information that can guide 
you as you apply or adapt those program ideas to your own library. Throughout 
the book and in the appendixes you’ll encounter many useful resources: books, 
articles, websites, organizations, vendors, and possible funding sources that can 
assist you.
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Does this sound like a lot for you to learn? Don’t worry—it’s not. The things 
that you need for success in programming for autistic young people and their 
families are a basic understanding of the issues; a knowledge of where to find 
resources, information, and support; and a big heart. If you are reading this, the 
odds are that you already have a big heart. You will have this book to refer to 
for the rest. The hope is that this book will help you feel confident enough to 
offer programs that serve these children and teens in your community.
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1

What Is Autism?

A UTISM IS CONSIDERED A SPECTRUM DISORDER BECAUSE OF THE 
wide-ranging types and severity of characteristics that people with the 
disorder display. A quote commonly attributed to Dr. Stephen Shore, a 

professor and autistic self-advocate, is: “If you’ve met one person with autism, 
you’ve met one person with autism.” The characteristics of autism manifest dif-
ferently in every person with the disorder, and that is partly why the question, 
“What is autism?” is so hard to answer. 

We can tell you what it is not. Autism is not a health crisis or a growing epi-
demic. It is something that is present in many of our children, family members, 
and peers—whether we realize it or not. Though often associated with children, 
autism is a lifelong disorder and can be diagnosed at any age. Some adults are 
diagnosed only when their children are evaluated for autism, and some adults 
we see as quirky or eccentric may actually be autistic and not realize it. How-
ever, even though diagnosis may not take place until later in life, autism falls 
under the umbrella of “developmental disorders” because it typically appears in 
childhood, and one does not suddenly become autistic later in life. 

We won’t provide the full picture here, but we will give you enough informa-
tion about autism to help you design or adapt appropriate programs for mem-
bers of the autism community. Read on.

What Does Autism Look Like  
in Children and Teens?
In general, autistic children look like . . . children. Autistic children do not have 
distinguishing facial characteristics. They are not necessarily bigger or smaller 
than other children. They do not use a wheelchair, braces, or other mobility aids 
because of their autism. Sometimes autistic children do call attention to them-
selves, but usually this is by their behavior, not their physical characteristics.

At some point you may have seen a child displaying what might seem like 
inappropriate behavior in your library or another public place: crying or scream-
ing for no apparent reason, talking to themselves, spinning in circles, walking 

Chapter  1
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2

on their toes, or flapping their arms. The child may have stood too close to other 
people, not answered questions, refused to make eye contact, or walked away 
when someone addressed them. Their clothes may have been stained, chewed 
on, or torn, or their hair disheveled. And often their parent’s repeated attempts 
to control them may have had no effect whatsoever. It’s easy to assume that 
what you observed was an example of ineffective parenting, and while that may 
be true, it is equally possible, and perhaps more likely, that 
what you saw was an example of an autistic child who was 
not feeling comfortable. Many of those observable behaviors 
are actually the child’s attempts to self-regulate. Self-regulation 
is the term for a person’s ability to moderate their feelings 
when they are in situations that can provoke stress, anxiety, 
annoyance, or frustration. 

You may see stimming behavior from children of any gen-
der, not just boys. Statistics from the Centers for Disease Con-
trol (CDC) indicate that more boys than girls are diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), but the truth is prob-
ably more complicated.1 We can’t be sure of the exact male-
to-female ratio, and multiple theories exist as to why more 
males than females are diagnosed with ASD. While it is pos-
sible that males simply have a higher prevalence of autism, it 
might also be true that autism traits in females are underre-
ported, that females are better at “masking” their differences, 
or that females have characteristics that don’t fit within the 
traditional diagnostic criteria for autism. Some awareness of autism beyond 
the traditional male portrayal came in 2015, when Sesame Street introduced 
a female autistic puppet, Julia, on the popular program. (Note: While Sesame 
Street is still recommended as an excellent resource for autism education and 
materials, the Autistic Self Advocacy Network [ASAN] ended their partnership 
with Sesame Street in 2019 due to disagreements about their work with Autism 
Speaks.)2

Additionally, recent studies have revealed associations between autistic traits 
and gender variance, and a higher-than-average incidence of autistic people 
who also identify as GLBTQ.3 For all of these reasons, the singular pronouns 
“they/them/theirs” are used throughout this text. 

AUTISM IN GIRLS Karen Stoll Farrell

I can see a meltdown building in my nine-year-old daughter’s eyes. We are at 
a new restaurant, and the menu choices are different than they were on the 
website that we reviewed before coming. Now she is full of fear and rage, her 
normally rational brain short-circuited. When she was five, my husband took 

What Is “Stimming”?
You might see a child or teen 
“stimming” in your library, and 
wonder what is going on. Stim-
ming refers to self-stimulatory 
behavior that results in the rep-
etition of movements or sounds. 
It may manifest as hand-flapping, 
rocking, pacing, or using a fidget 
object. Stimming can help a 
person self-regulate, and if it is 
not causing harm to themselves 
or others, it can be an important 
tool for autistics.
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her in for a diagnosis right after her older brother received his ASD diagnosis. 
We knew the bias against diagnosing girls with autism, but hoped that we 
had an edge as Autistic parents in explaining how her symptoms fit the spec-
trum. As it turned out, we were wrong. 

The diagnostic criteria for autism, like many other medical diagnoses, were 
created over many years of working almost exclusively with boys. The current 
criteria are based very heavily on social skills and communication—which are, 
in turn, very heavily subjective and culturally created. As a society, we have 
recognized for decades now that we bring up girls and boys differently, espe-
cially in regard to how they communicate and socialize. The diagnostic crite-
ria for autism do not recognize this difference.

Our now nine-year-old received a diagnosis of generalized anxiety. Upon 
receiving the explanation from the doctor’s office, we discovered that she 
did meet the criteria for ASD, but that, in the doctor’s “professional opinion”, 
it was not the correct diagnosis. As it turns out, even when girls do meet the 
criteria, a doctor’s bias can easily sweep all of that away.

We continue to feel the impact of this – it limits what insurance will cover, 
and it limits some social skills groups and camps that are specific about the 
need for an ASD diagnosis. However, these limitations are not the most dif-
ficult ones. The hardest ones stem from the ways in which our daughter 
presents differently from boys. She has always had difficult meltdowns, but 
almost exclusively at home, not out in public, and never at school; her inability 
to speak to strangers and her reticence in new environments are regularly 
written off as feminine “shyness”; her unwillingness to share toys, share in 
the creation of a game, and inability to understand social dynamics generally 
result in her quietly leaving a group of other children, rather than the out-
bursts of violence often seen in Autistic boys. 

What all of this means is that she and we, as her parents, always have the 
burden of proof placed on us. From family members to teachers to strangers 
in restaurants and libraries, others look at our daughter and don’t see that 
she is Autistic, opening the door for their judgment, and impacting further 
what assistance they are willing to offer our daughter.

Autism is lifelong. While we refer to autistic children and teens within this 
book, it is important to remember that those children and teens grow up—
and are still autistic. Autism is not something that can be cured. While some 
autistic people develop strategies and approaches that help them better manage 
what might be uncomfortable manifestations of the disorder, autism does not go 
away. Though this book focuses on programming for children and teens, it will 
be helpful for you to remember that you are helping to provide supportive expe-
riences for individuals who will grow up to be autistic adults. And just as with 
any other young library patrons, you are instilling a love of libraries at a young 
age, and building foundations for library use and patronage across the life span. 
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What Is Autism? 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) describes autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD) as “a developmental disability that can cause significant 
social, communication and behavioral challenges.”4 

In contrast, the Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN) calls autism “a devel-
opmental disability that affects how we experience the world around us. Autis-
tic people are an important part of the world. Autism is a normal part of life, 
and makes us who we are.”5 It is important to acknowledge both of these under-
standings of what autism “is.” 

The most comprehensive definition of autism can be found in the fifth edi-
tion of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, or DSM-5, a 
collection of criteria that mental health and insurance professionals rely on to 
diagnose various disorders. The DSM-5 is published by the American Psychiatric 
Association and is revised periodically.

According to the DSM-5, the diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorder 
include: 

1. Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across 
multiple contexts

2. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities6

These are the shortened criteria, but they should give you enough informa-
tion to provide a solid baseline of understanding. If you want more detail, you 
may be interested in viewing the full diagnostic criteria. 

In DSM-5, several conditions that once were diagnosed individually became 
subsumed under the broader diagnosis of ASD. Three of these are the ones we 
most commonly encounter: autistic disorder, Asperger syndrome, and pervasive 
developmental disorder–not otherwise specified, or PDD-NOS (which is pretty 
much what the name sounds like). You might think of ASD now as the umbrella 
term for what were formerly separate diagnoses.

In recent years, it was common to refer to someone who had autism as a “per-
son with autism.” This is known as person-first language, and was used to rein-
force the idea that the person is first and foremost a human being, and only in 
a secondary sense someone with a particular condition. By contrast, others use 
the terms “autistic person,” “autistic individual,” or (in the plural) “autistics” 
when referring to someone with the condition. This is known as identity-first 
language. While person-first language is still preferred by many other disability 
groups, autistic self-advocates and advocacy groups such as the Autistic Self 
Advocacy Network (ASAN) state their preference for identity-first language.
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A Little History
Leo Kanner, a pediatric psychiatrist at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, 
was the first psychiatrist to clearly define autism. In “Autistic Disturbances 
of Affective Contact,” a landmark paper published in 1943, Kanner described 
eleven boys he had seen in his practice, and observed that they demonstrated 
“an extreme autistic aloneness that whenever possible, disregards, ignores, 
shuts out anything that comes to the child from the outside.”7 Kanner noted that 
in addition to this extreme social isolation, the boys had a stronger attachment 
to objects than to people, displayed language and communication impairments, 
and had a strong aversion to change, obsessively needing everything in their 
world to remain constant. Kanner named this condition “early infantile autism,” 
which later became known as “autism.” 

Autism was originally, and erroneously, thought to be a psychiatric condition 
related to schizophrenia. Kanner himself was an early proponent of this theory. 
He attributed his patients’ characteristics to bad parenting, which he principally 
defined by the presence of “refrigerator mothers” who were so cold, distant, 
and unloving that their children had no choice but to retreat from the world. 
This incorrect theory dominated the field for decades and was spread widely by 
Bruno Bettelheim in The Empty Fortress: Infantile Autism and the Birth of the Self 
(1967).

At about the same time that Kanner was publishing his work, Hans Asperger, 
a psychiatrist in Vienna, Austria, was observing boys who had an inability to 
empathize with others, difficulty in forming friendships, clumsy movements, 
and an extreme obsession with a special interest. While similar in some ways to 
the children described by Kanner, the boys that Asperger studied tended to have 
higher levels of cognitive, social-emotional, and linguistic functioning. In 1981, 
the British psychiatrist Lorna Wing identified children displaying this group of 
characteristics as having Asperger’s syndrome, a term that continued to be used 
until the publication of DSM-5 in 2013. 

One hero in the story of autism is Bernard Rimland, a psychologist with an 
autistic son. Rimland took exception to the bad-parenting theories and set out 
to debunk them. While Rimland is not widely known outside of the autism com-
munity, his contributions to the field were numerous and important. In Infantile 
Autism: The Syndrome and Its Implications for a Neural Theory of Behavior (1964) 
he promoted an alternative, biological explanation for autism. In addition to 
writing this classic, Rimland founded both the Autism Society of America (ASA) 
and the Autism Research Institute (ARI), and he supported many experimental 
treatments that eventually became accepted as the standard of care for autistic 
people.

Today professionals accept that autism is a neurobiological condition with 
a genetic component, and researchers are working to identify the biological, 
genetic, and environmental influences that cause the condition. Although we 
have seen much progress in this regard, there is much that is still not known.
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Because there is no accurate test for autism and our knowledge of the condi-
tion’s etiology is sketchy, neither professionals nor families always agree on all 
aspects of how to help autistic children. The only thing we can say for sure is 
that nobody yet knows the whole story, and that incorrect, destructive theories 
(like that of the “refrigerator mother”) have demonstrated remarkable staying 
power. A more recent example of a long-lived and very harmful theory is the 
highly publicized idea that an additive in childhood vaccines causes autism. 
Although this conclusion was discredited with the admission that the original 
study was based on fraudulent data, it has refused to disappear from public 
view. The result is that some parents still believe it, refusing to vaccinate their 
children and creating significant public health consequences, such as the wide-
spread measles outbreak in the United States in 2019.

What about Asperger Syndrome? 
Arguably, an important transition from the DSM-IV (1994) to the DSM-5 was the 
removal of Asperger syndrome as a stand-alone diagnosis.8 This transition has 
led to some clunky decisions, and many are still wrestling with the aftermath. 
To differentiate those who were formerly given an Asperger’s diagnosis from 
those who were autistic, “functioning” labels were briefly adopted by some. 
Thankfully, the terms “high-functioning” and “low-functioning” did not stick 
around for long, as they carry with them extremely negative connotations. 

People who formerly identified as having an Asperger syndrome diagnosis 
must now make a conceptual shift to the broader diagnosis of autism spectrum 
disorder. While straightforward for some, others have had a hard time mapping 
their identities to a new diagnosis. You may hear some older teen or young 
adult patrons describe themselves as having Asperger syndrome. In all cases, we 
should let people identify how they choose. While it would be inaccurate now to 
design programming for individuals with Asperger syndrome, if a teen identifies 
as such, try to mirror their language.

What is generally accepted now is that ASD, or simply “autism,” is the gen-
eral term for anyone with an autism diagnosis, even those formerly diagnosed 
with Asperger syndrome. Assuming no major changes to future editions of the 
DSM, it is only a matter of time before the Asperger label disappears from the 
common vernacular. 

WHO IS AN AUTISTIC PERSON? “Justin Spectrum”

Who is an Autistic person? That person may have a formal diagnosis of autism 
spectrum disorder that is recognized by the DSM-5. However, autism is also 
an identity, which is why the term “Autistic” is being capitalized here. The 
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formal diagnosis is so often necessary for educational or workplace accom-
modations, but can be quite expensive.

I was diagnosed as a 34-year-old adult, and the bill for my psychological 
testing and related report was over $3,000. I was fortunate enough to have 
premium health insurance, which reimbursed me for about two-thirds of this 
price tag under my out-of-network mental health coverage. Many therapists 
who diagnose and treat Autistics do not take insurance, and not everyone 
has out-of-network medical coverage or the resources to pay out of pocket 
and hope for a partial reimbursement. Due to these diagnosis and treatment 
barriers, many self-advocates argue that self-diagnosis or self-identification 
as Autistic should be considered valid.

While autism has historically been under-diagnosed, it has been well-doc-
umented that women and people of color are less likely to receive that diag-
nosis. Autism was initially identified in white men, and practitioners may be 
less likely to consider an autism diagnosis in a woman. The experience of 
Autistics of color has been narrated in an anthology called All the Weight of 
Our Dreams: On Living Racialized Autism. Lydia X. Z. Brown, in the introduc-
tion to this anthology, writes that “mainline autism and autistic organizations 
exist largely without us or with few autistics of color.”9 Brown also notes that 
nearly all major works on neurodiversity and Autistic politics have been pro-
duced by whites, with few contributions from Autistics of color.

Sensory Processing Disorders and Autism
The term sensory processing refers to the way our brains integrate the informa-
tion we receive from our senses so that we can respond to it in physically or 
behaviorally appropriate ways. Most of this information comes to us through 
the familiar five senses (sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste). We also get 
information from three additional senses: the proprioceptive (which allow us to 
know where we are in space and to have an idea of where our bodies begin and 
end), the vestibular (which tells us about our movement and balance), and the 
interoceptive (which provides information about what is going on internally in 
our bodies).

Sensory processing disorders (SPDs) are neurological conditions in which the 
body receives sensory information, but a neurological impairment prevents that 
information from being organized and interpreted by the brain in a way that 
results in inappropriate responses. 

SPDs are extremely common; one recent study indicates that as many as one 
in twenty children may have some form of sensory processing disorder, while 
another study estimates that one in six children is affected.10 And while there 
are children with SPD who are not also autistic, almost every autistic child has 
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some degree of sensory processing disorder. In fact, in DSM-5, sensory process-
ing issues are listed as one of the possible criteria for the diagnosis of ASD. 

There are many ways that sensory processing disorders can affect the chil-
dren and teens you see in your library:

• Sensitivity to tactile stimuli, indicated by resistance to certain textures, 
or discomfort with things like tags and seams in clothing. They may hate 
getting wet, touching clay or finger paint, or having dirty hands.

• Overreactions or underreactions to pain or noise.
• Sensory seeking, indicated by the child’s need to touch everything, put 

things in their mouth, spin, or engage in other activities that give them 
lots of sensory input.

• Sensory avoidance, which is the opposite of sensory seeking. A child who 
feels bombarded by sensory input may seek out calm surroundings and 
become extremely distressed by crowds, noise, spicy foods, loud music, 
bright lights, or the touch of another person.

• Clumsiness, often manifested as stepping on toes or bumping into people 
or things. A child who has sensory discrimination problems may tear the 
paper when they write because they use too much force with their pen, 
pencil, or crayon.

• Poor motor planning, resulting from the inability to imagine a task, 
picture the steps needed, and then implement those steps in the correct 
sequence.

• Inability to follow directions, especially when the directions include more 
than a single step or action, or when they involve moving one’s limbs 
across the midline of the body.

• Pain and frustration when the child cannot identify their physical feel-
ings. For example, the child may know that their stomach hurts but can’t 
determine whether they are hungry, have to go to the bathroom, or have 
another, more serious issue.

Because people with SPD can be either sensory avoiders or sensory seekers, 
you should be sure to offer sensory tools or activities that work for both groups. 
Calming activities and soft music will help sensory avoiders, but they will do 
nothing for those in need of sensory stimulation. 

Autism Is a Disability
In this book, we mostly talk about autism in isolation, but it is important to 
remember that autism is a recognized disability, and autistic people are there-
fore included in more general disability-related laws and policies. 

For 
Rev

iew
 O

nly

alastore.ala.org



What Is Autism?
9

WHO IS A DISABLED PERSON  
UNDER U.S. LAW?  “Justin Spectrum”

Autism is a disability. It is defined as such under precedents in U.S. civil rights 
and education law going back to the 1970s, when laws were passed that 
were the predecessors of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the 
Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA) of 1990. An American is 
considered to be disabled under a “three-pronged” definition: if they have 
a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major 
life activities, have a record (i.e., medical documentation) of such an impair-
ment, or are regarded as having such an impairment.11 The ADAAA (ADA 
Amendments Act) of 2008 expanded the list of “major life activities” whose 
impairment constitutes disability, and added “major bodily functions” to this 
umbrella.12

IDEA and a series of court rulings over the past forty-five years have 
defined the concepts of a “free appropriate public education” (FAPE) and 
the “least restrictive environment” (LRE), and required disabled students to 
have an “individualized education plan” (IEP).13 Youth services library workers 
should familiarize themselves with these concepts and may find them appli-
cable when planning programs to best include Autistic children and teens.

I was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, severity level 1 (what 
would have once been termed “Asperger’s syndrome”) as an adult. I have 
received no accommodations at any level of education, or in any workplace. 
Yet, under the three-pronged definition (discussed above), I am disabled. I 
have been diagnosed with a condition that impairs major life activities and 
bodily functions, and I have a record of this impairment: the report from my 
psychological testing. 

The aforementioned ADAAA of 2008’s expanded list of “major life activi-
ties” includes communicating, speaking, and concentrating, all of which are 
impaired in some way by my autism. (Even though I am a speaking Autis-
tic who deals with the public, I still have challenges with communication.) 
Furthermore, neurological and brain functions are considered major bodily 
functions. I am disabled under U.S. law as at least two of the prongs in the 
well-established definition apply to me, and autism has consistently been 
considered to be a disability under EEOC (Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission) guidelines.

Along with these legal boundaries, one should consider the view-
point of Autistic self-advocates. Amythest Schaber, in their Ask an Autistic 
series on their YouTube channel, explains why autism is a disability in epi-
sode 16. Some may not want to consider Autistics to be disabled because 
there may be a stigma attached to the term disability. However, autism is a  
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disability from a medical and legal viewpoint and by the consensus of self- 
advocates. While one can easily find T-shirts online declaring that autism is 
not a disability but a “difference” or a “superpower,” a deeper understanding 
of disability itself will encourage autism acceptance and even pride. 

Neurodiversity
The neurodiversity movement is a phenomenon you should be aware of because 
it pertains to autism. In the 1990s Judy Singer, a sociologist and autistic self- 
advocate, coined the term neurodiversity to represent variations in the human 
brain. As this term continues to gain popularity, you might hear it used inter-
changeably with autism, which is not entirely correct. While autism is one form 
of neurodiversity, other neurological conditions or disorders such as attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, and Tourette’s syndrome also 
fall under the neurodiversity umbrella. The neurodiversity movement operates 
under the assumption that neurological variations are not flaws, but instead 
should be seen as diversity. The movement also draws from elements of the 
social model of disability, which essentially claims that a person is disabled 
when society presents barriers to make it so. This is a complex set of theories 
and thoughts, and we don’t want to overwhelm you with too much detail here. 
If you want to further your knowledge, there are many resources you can easily 
find that can provide more information about both neurodiversity and the social 
model of disability. 

LIBRARY SERVICES THROUGH  
A DISABILITY STUDIES LENS “Justin Spectrum”

The field of disability studies positions disability as being first and foremost 
socially constructed. Impairment (e.g., a wheelchair user’s mobility impair-
ment) is real; disability is the result of a world that is not designed for people 
with those impairments. To look at autism and Autistic people through a “dis-
ability studies lens” offers a clear path to acceptance. Why can’t Autistic peo-
ple fully participate in your library? Should the structure of the library itself, 
the facilities and policies, be examined more for their role in constructing 
barriers?

Surely, you are “aware” of autism. That awareness may lead you to rec-
ommend a book like Rules (2006) by Cynthia Lord, which was positively 
reviewed at the time and earned a Newbery Honor. Riki Entz, writing for 
the Disability in Kidlit blog in 2015, offered a different perspective. Rules is 
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124, 126, 134, 143–144, 149
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informational books, 76, 77, 80–81, 139
intersectionality, 26–28, 138, 165–166
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Jbrary, 54, 65, 67, 171
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Jung, Mike, 138
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sensory, 18, 40–41f
storytime-to-go, 57
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Kompelien, Jessica, 157–158, 160–161
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Lakeshore Learning, 67, 171
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Laurie Berkner Band, 54, 62, 63
Lawrence, Emily, 158
laws, on disabilities, 9–10
leadership roles, for teens, 110–114
learning, universal design for, 19–20
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Lee, Spike, 174
Lee, Tonya Lewis, 174
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“Let’s Go” program, 70–73
LGBTQ persons, 2, 138
LibGuides, 139, 168
librarians
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163–164

fear of, 160–161
as media mentors, 45
See also autistic self-advocates

librarianship, as potential career for 
autistics, 110, 111, 112
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creating a culture of inclusion in, 

15–16, 73–74
neutrality of, 27–28
pamphlet on visiting, 179–180
perceptions of, 157–158
as resource centers, 135
as sanctuaries, 12–13
signage in, 18–19, 22, 27, 157
tours of, 34–35, 179
universal design in, 16–20

Libraries and Autism (website), 167
library programming

best practices for, 33–44
budgets and funding for, 29, 73–74, 

169–170
controlling the environment of, 37–39
creating a culture of inclusion in, 

15–16, 73–74
disability studies lens for, 10–11,  

30–31, 139–140
evaluation of, 31–32
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inclusive vs. autism-specific, 23–24, 

46–47, 127–128
outreach and marketing of, 24–28, 115
pre-programming decisions for, 22–24
sample programs, 60–73, 85–95,  

107–108, 118–121, 134, 154–156
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for school-age children, 75–97
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virtual (see virtual programs)
for young children (see storytimes)
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(LSTA) grants, 170

life skills, 105–106, 111, 116–117
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“London Bridge” rhyme, 177
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lunch groups, 158–159
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(Vaught), 137, 138
middle school programs, 155, 157–160
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137
mindfulness activities, 71, 82–83
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Moniz, Ryan, 116–117
motor skills, 153
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movies, sensory-friendly, 135
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Mrs. Wishy-Washy’s Farm (Cowley and 

Fuller), 173
music
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selecting for storytimes, 52–55
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See also specific songs
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neurodiversity, 10–11, 78, 138, 140, 167
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140
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Newman, Judith, 140
nonfiction books, by autistic authors, 137
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pamphlet for, 179–180
programs and services for, 125–126, 
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participants, priming of, 34–35
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people of color, autism in, 7, 25, 26, 27, 

124, 138, 165
person-first language, xi, 4, 11, 28
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Pete’s a Pizza (Steig), 175
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photography programs, 107–108
physical accommodations, 18–19
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136–137
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planning considerations, 49–50
plants and gardening programs, 89–91
Play-Doh, 67, 69, 73, 175, 177
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Plug, Marie, 73
“Poetry Bag” program, 155
police officers, discomfort with, 27
priming, of participants, 34–35
programming. See library programming
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Project PALS, 163
Project READY, 166
promotional materials, 28
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Queens Library, 86–89
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queer persons, 2, 138
quiet rooms, 41–42

R
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reading aloud, tips for, 51

reading comprehension cubes, 80–81
reference help, 160
registration process, 50
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181
repetition and routine, 42, 150
resource centers, creating, 135
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rights, for disabilities, 9–11, 22, 30–31, 
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“Roll the Ball” song, 61
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schedules, visual, 36, 55
scheduling considerations, 29
Schneider Family Book Awards, 168
school libraries, programming in, 143–161
school readiness, 45
school-age children, programming for, 

75–97
science fiction, 78
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Seaman, Priscilla, 161
seating options, 39–40, 75–76
The Secret Rules of Social Networking 

(Klipper and Shapiro-Rieser), 109
self-diagnosis, 7
sensory integration activities
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Beanbag March, 62
blowing bubbles, 65, 89, 177
book-related, 173–175
Brush Your Teeth, 62
incorporating into storytimes, 61, 69
oral motor, 62, 65
resource books about, 171–172
rhymes for, 175–178
Stretch Song, 62, 65, 72
websites for, 172

sensory kits, 18, 40–41f
sensory processing disorders (SPDs), 7–8, 

38, 47, 172
sensory rooms, 41–42, 180
Sesame Street, 2, 50, 128
“Shake Your Shakers” song, 67–68
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Sight and Sound Tubes, 67, 70
signage, 18–19, 22, 27, 157
Silberman, Steve, 11, 132, 139, 140
Singer, Carol M., 127
Singer, Judy, 10
“Sip and Paint” program, 119
skills, for teens, 105–106, 111, 116–117
Skokie (IL) Public Library, 81, 101, 115, 

126
Slover Library, 105
SNAILS, 164
social dancing programs, 121
social networking, 108–109
Social Stories, 35, 40–42, 179
The Someday Birds (Pla), 137
songs. See music
Special Needs and Inclusive Library 

Services (SNAILS), 164
Spectrum, Justin, 6–7, 9–11, 16, 30–31, 

139–140, 181–182
Split! Splat! (Gibson), 174
staff, training for, 20–21
State Farm Good Neighbor grants, 170
State Library of Illinois, 163
Steig, William, 175
Stein, Ariana, 174
STEM programs, 85–89, 100–101
stimming, 2, 18, 75, 146
stools, wobble, 39, 76
story cubes, 55
“The Storytime Ball,” 71
Storytime Stuff (blog), 56
storytimes

general planning considerations for, 
49–50

important role of, 45–46
inclusive vs. autism-specific, 46–47
sample programs, 60–73, 156
selecting books for, 50–52
selecting music for, 52–55
selecting other materials for, 55–57
sensory, 47, 58–73
tips for working with children in, 

48–49
virtual, 58
websites for developing, 171

storytime-to-go kits, 57
Stretch Song activity, 62, 65, 72
stretching activities, 62, 65, 72, 73, 82–83
students

preparing for library visits, 146–148
things to find out about, 145–146
See also school libraries

summer reading programs, 95–97
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Sussman, Fern, 51
symbols, evolution of, 11
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Taggart, Jen, 47, 57–58, 70–73, 131–132, 

135
tandem programs, 126
Targeting Autism initiative, vii, xi, 163
Techman, Melissa, 158
technological accommodations, 18–19
teen advisory boards, 114
Teen Librarian Toolbox blog, 106
Teen Services Underground website,  

100–101, 106
teens

as assistants and volunteers, 34, 84, 
110–114, 147

peer mentor programs for, 115–116
programming for, 99–122
skills in, 105–106, 111, 116–117
tips for working with, 113–114
See also autistic children

“That Au-Some Book Club,” 132–133
TheraBands, 62, 65, 72, 152
therapeutic equipment, vendors for, 171
Thompson, Kate, 12, 31, 38, 41–42,  

91–93, 110, 126, 182
“Tickle the Clouds” stretch, 73
timers, 37
To Siri with Love (Newman), 140
tours and open houses, 34–35, 179
toy supply catalogs, 171
training and education

for mentors, 115
resources for, 163–164
for staff, 20–21

transition (from high school) planning, 
159–160

transitions, managing, 36–37, 180
Tumble Tots, 56, 62
“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” song, 65, 

178
Twitter, 105, 165–166

U
Un Elephante (Rodriguez and Stein), 174
universal design, 16–20
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), 

19–20
U.S. law, on disabilities, 9–10

V
vaccines, beliefs about, 6
Vaught, Susan, 137, 138
Vega, Denise, 175
vendors, for therapeutic equipment, 171
video sharing programs, 91–93
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in school libraries, 150, 160
for school-age children, 81–82, 84, 96
for teens, 100–101, 103, 106–107,  

109, 114, 117
for young children, 58

virtual tours, 35
visual schedules, 36, 55
visual supports, 35–36, 38, 149
Visualizing Libraries tool, 170
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35
water beads, 67, 70 
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welcome songs, 59, 61, 64, 67, 87
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(ASAN), 124, 131
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“The Wheels on the Bus,” 71, 72
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whole body play, 64, 65, 72
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Williams, Sue, 175
Wing, Lorna, 5
wobble stools, 39, 76
women, autism in, 2–3, 7, 27, 104–105
Woodbine House, 168
Woodruff, John, 31
wordless books, 77
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storytimes
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