


Welcoming people 

with all needs and all abilities

within the scope of  our library services.



I have autism.





I am an individual.I am an individual.

I am a person with a life story.I am a person with a life story.

I am a lot like you.I am a lot like you.



What is autism?



Autism was initially 

misdiagnosed and treated 

as a mental disease or 

a psychological disorder 

mistakenly thought be to be 

AutismAutism

mistakenly thought be to be 

brought upon by “cold” 

parenting style, parental 

neglect or abuse.

Autism is a broad spectrum

neurological disorder.

Autism is a broad spectrum

neurological disorder.



Pervasive Developmental DisordersPervasive Developmental Disorders

Autistic Disorder

Rett’s Disorder

Pervasive Developmental 

Disorder NOS

Asperger’s Disorder

Childhood Disintegrative

Disorder



• Approximately 1 out of 150 people in the U.S. 
population is diagnosed with autism.

• In New Jersey, prevalence of autism is 1 out of 94.

DemographicsDemographics

• In New Jersey, prevalence of autism is 1 out of 94.

• Your town is not excluded from this statistic.

• While we may not think we have seen individuals 
with autism in our library, it does not mean that 
they aren’t already customers.



True or False ?True or False ?

Autism typically appears during 

Autism –

Autism typically appears during 
the first three years of life.

True



Autism is four times more prevalent 

True or False ?True or False ?

Autism –

Autism is four times more prevalent 
in boys than girls (4 : 1).

True



People with autism are 

True or False ?True or False ?

Autism –

People with autism are 
not affectionate.

False



True or False ?True or False ?

Autism –

The cause of autism is known.

False



A Genetic Predisposition A Genetic Predisposition 

plus an Environmental Trigger ?plus an Environmental Trigger ?

Unknown 

at this time.



What What Doesn’tDoesn’t Cause Autism…Cause Autism…

• vaccines

• parenting styles



• difficulties with social interaction

• communication impairments

Signs of AutismSigns of Autism

• communication impairments

• repetitive, restricted or stereotyped behavior



What are the impairments?



• non-verbal behavior
– May have poor eye contact. 

Limited gestures.

• peer relationships

Impairments in Social BehaviorImpairments in Social Behavior

• peer relationships
– May not interact with peers.

• spontaneous sharing
– May not point out objects of interest.

• reciprocity
– May not tolerate hugs. 

Reduced interest in other’s ideas.



• comprehension 
– May not understand simple questions, jokes, 

sarcasm.

Impairments in CommunicationImpairments in Communication

• spoken language
– May lack or demonstrate delay in spoken 

language.

• voice
– May have monotone or have unusual pitch or 

rhythm. 



• initiation
– May not initiate or sustain a conversation.

Impairments in CommunicationImpairments in Communication
(continued)(continued)

• idiosyncratic language
– May echo scripts or cartoons.

• social imitative play
– May not know how to play house.



What about learning skills?



Learning Restrictive, Repetitive, Learning Restrictive, Repetitive, 

and Stereotyped Patterns of Behaviorand Stereotyped Patterns of Behavior

• limited interests
– May only be interested in trains.

• ritualistic• ritualistic
– May line up objects in particular 

pattern and tantrum if pattern is upset. 

• stereotypy
– May engage in hand flapping.

• over selectivity
– Preoccupied with parts of objects.



Functions of BehaviorFunctions of Behavior

• Behavior is form of communication.

• Behavior may be communicating 
the need for :the need for :

– attention

– escape from demands

– sensory stimulation

– tangible object 
(for example, toy)



Tantrums. Why?Tantrums. Why?

• Maybe the person wants attention because he or she is 
bored, hungry, tired, etc.

• Maybe the person wants to escape a task 
that is too hard.that is too hard.

• Maybe the person is feeling overwhelmed 
with a noisy environment and knows 
if he or she tantrums, they will be 
removed from the environment.

• Maybe the person wants an object 
or toy and will get the object when a 
tantrum occurs, to help calm down.



Restricted Behavioral RepertoireRestricted Behavioral Repertoire

• matching objects

• blinking compulsively

• chin-tapping

• head-banging

May have preoccupations with…May have preoccupations with…

• blinking compulsively

• switching lights on and off

• dropping things 

repetitively

• jumping

• rocking

• hand-shaking

• flicking objects

• head-banging

• clapping

• tearing paper

• breaking glass

• spinning things

• spinning oneself  

or running in circles

• colored and shiny objects 



• attending to irrelevant stimuli

• failure to generalize

Learning Characteristics Learning Characteristics 

of Autismof Autism

• failure to generalize



Learning StimuliLearning Stimuli

Stimulus over selectivityStimulus over selectivity



Variations in AutismVariations in Autism

no fear of real dangers
inappropriate laughterecholalic

spin objects
oversensitive to pain

difficulty mixing in with other peoplephysical overactivity

not cuddly

apparent insensitivity to pain

inappropriate attachment to objects

sustained by odd play

resist changes in routine

spin objects

apparent insensitivity to noise

oversensitive to noise

poor eye contact

uneven skill level across areas

extreme passivity



What are the lifetime outcomes?



• Autism is a lifelong disability, although 
a small percentage of children will lose 
their diagnostic label with intense early 
intervention.

• Many persons show improvements 

Autism through the Life SpanAutism through the Life Span

• Many persons show improvements 
in functioning over time.

• An individual with autism is expected 
to live a typical life span.

• Issues change over time with 
development (infancy, childhood, 
adolescence, adulthood).



What can libraries do?



Barriers to InclusionBarriers to Inclusion

• Parents of children with autism often avoid community 

interaction because of the child’s “inappropriate” 

tendencies.

• There are often no outward physical characteristics 

or prosthetics signaling a person with autism as having 

a disorder.  

• Onlookers might misunderstand the person’s behavior 

and/or the caregiver’s reactions.



The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)

and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

It’s the lawIt’s the law

and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

were passed specifically to ensure that 

people with disabilities have 

equal access to community life and facilities.



InclusionInclusion

Individuals with developmental disabilities 

have the same experiences as 

neurotypical individuals.neurotypical individuals.



“Being in the community

is not the same as 

being  part of  the community.”

Bill Gaventa & Sue Henshaw



Community InclusionCommunity Inclusion

Libraries as inclusion opportunitiesLibraries as inclusion opportunities

• happening places

• connections with people, activities,
and informationand information

• offering services across the life span



Strategies for Successful Strategies for Successful 

Customer ServiceCustomer Service

• Respect differences.

• Use person-first terminology.• Use person-first terminology.

• Greet all who enter.

• Talk to the individual.
– Be clear and concise.

– Use his or her name if you know it.



Strategies for SuccessStrategies for Success

• Assess communication style.
– verbal– verbal

– picture system

– augmentative / alternative system

– sign language



L ibrary Library Services
Servicios de la Biblioteca

Special Needs Communication Guide

Special Needs Communication Guide
Guía de Comunicación para Necesidades Especiales

Library  Servi ces: Sp eci al  Needs Communi cati on Gui de

www.thejointlibrary.org/autism



Adapted Materials

• Materials should be simple.

• few words on a page

• pictures to explain them

• Use hands-on and meaningful activities.

• Use adapted books.

• Depend on social stories: step-by-step activity 
descriptions with words and pictures.



This Is My Library



• the way you talk with anyone else

• people-first language

• correct disability terms

• protecting privacy and confidentiality

Show RespectShow Respect

• protecting privacy and confidentiality

• listening to the person

• speak directly to the person

• providing opportunities for expression

• allowing the person to make choices

• having developmentally-appropriate 
expectations



ParticipationParticipation

• Value the dignity of each individual.
• Be patient and allow the person time to complete tasks.

• Think of  respectful and age-appropriate ways to modify 
activities so a person can participate.

•When offering help, first ask what help is needed.



Environmental ModificationsEnvironmental Modifications

• Create cozy places

• Reduce florescent lighting • Reduce florescent lighting 
if possible

• Reduce loud noises

• Try to limit people talking 
all at once



Putting it all into PracticePutting it all into Practice

How might you adapt the following library 

activities for someone with autism?

– story time– story time

– arts and crafts activity

– book club

– educational presentations

– others…



autism@thejointlibrary.org


