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When children with autism and other cognitive and sensory-processing disabilities are 

transitioning into an unknown environment, the experience may cause strong anxiety. This 

anxiety and stress may result in negative behaviors that do not allow them to process 

information and create meaningful interpretations of the museum’s content. Families are 

often overwhelmed under these conditions and either avoid or limit their full participation 

in a socially engaged cultural life. The Smithsonian’s Accessibility Program developed the 

Morning at the Museum (MATM) program to bridge the gap between museums and 

families of children with special needs, who are often discouraged from participating in 

community and social experiences. MATM is guided by a community advisory committee 

comprised of museum educators, exhibit designers, parents, self-advocates, and 

therapeutic professionals. This group developed a successful program model by going on 

advanced visits to various Smithsonian museums to select appropriate exhibits to get an 

understanding of what type of pre-visit and in-gallery preparation would be beneficial to 

help minimize stress and offer a smoother transition into the museum environment. Two 

case studies from different Smithsonian museums will demonstrate how the MATA 

program addresses the needs of children with autism and their families.  

 
Krista Flores, MSW is currently the Program Specialist with the Smithsonian Institution, 
Accessibility Programs working on visitor access and staff training around disability issues.  She 
has helped develop and coordinate innovative programs including Morning at the Museum, a 
program designed to help visitors with neurodiversity feel welcome and prepared for their visit to 
the museums and zoo. 
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The Museum of Modern Art has been developing its accessibility area since 1996. The 

initiative includes all the departments of the museum and aims to create a space without 

barriers, whether them physical, sensorial o intellectual. These accessibility actions, which 

involve the space of the museum and its staff, inspire similar actions in other cultural 

institutions in São Paulo. Multi-sensorial events, mediated visits and sign language 

integrate our programming and inspire the public to communicate by other means than 

words. For instance, we have a project to train and enable young deaf to be educators 

specialized in sign language. Former students are presently working in other museums 

and institutions in the city. For the blind, we develop audio description, sensorial 

exploration and courses that address the image beyond its visual aspect. In the Equal 

Different program, limitations are understood as potential capabilities, so that every 

student can develop their creative path. Courses of photography, drawing, painting, 

sculpture, video, performance, dance, among others, are accomplished in partnership with 

health institutions, special education and social projects. All of them are always available 

for the general public. 

Daina Leyton’s Awards: Iberian-American Education in Museums Prize, Culture and Health 
Award, Sentidos Prize, Crazy about diversity prize, First Place in the Darcy Ribeiro Award, 
Ludicidade Prize, Social Inclusion Prize. 
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It is estimated that 50,000 individuals with autism are becoming adults each year (Khan, 

2015). Are museums ready for this new audience? Interviews conducted at SDNHM with 

adults with ASD showed that they find museums challenging to navigate because 

stimulation comes from every direction and in a variety of forms (Redmond-Jones, 2014). 

Additionally, the social aspects of the museum environment can be challenging for people 

with autism because many of these individuals have difficulty in communicating, 

sometimes responding inappropriately in conversations, and misreading non-verbal 

communication cues (NIH, 2014). For these reasons, those with ASD do much better in 

low-sensory, structured environments that offer predictable experiences. However, the 

SDNHM interviews also illustrated a need for safe environments where adults with ASD 

can work on developing their social skills, make friends, and explore special interests in 

an appropriate context, which is an interesting juxtaposition to the research conducted by 

the Smithsonian Institution and Information Policy and Access Center at the University of 

Maryland which showed that by studying motivations and needs of families with children 

within the autism spectrum, they learned that “socializing with others” was not one of the 

main factors to visit museums (Langa, 2013). 

Beth Redmond-Jones is an advocate for adults with autism. She is securing funding to implement 
a program where museum staff and individuals with ASD work together to identify and develop 
strategies for museums to engage with high-functioning verbal adults with autism. Beth is also the 
mother of an adult with ASD. 
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Museums, nature sites, aquariums, zoos and other like institutions have the opportunity to 

promote life-long learning, empower underserved audiences, enable independence, and 

enhance quality of life.  The Lubbock Lake Landmark provides these opportunities through 

a Nature Senses Traveling Trunk.  The Nature Senses Traveling Trunk was developed to 

allow elementary and middle school-aged children who are blind, visually impaired, and 

autistic to experience the natural and cultural heritage of the Lubbock Lake National 

Historic Landmark site through touch and sound.  Though these disabilities are very 

different, each with wide variations within them, sensory experiences are beneficial for 

children with either, all, or none. Children who are visually impaired or blind have the 

opportunity to touch, hold, and explore real museum artifacts that they cannot see, or have 

difficulty seeing. Audio guides teach these children about the objects without the need for 

text. Children who are autistic are introduced to and experience potentially unfamiliar 

nature-based tactile, auditory, and visual sensations in a safe and comfortable 

environment. This trunk is accessible enough that all children, with or without disabilities, 

are able to use, enjoy, and learn from it.  

Susan Rowe is the Education Program Manager at the Lubbock Lake National Historic Landmark 
in Lubbock, Texas where is responsible for public programing, curriculum development, and 
providing community engagement.  She also teaches Heritage Education for the Museum 
Science/Heritage Management Graduate Program at Texas Tech University. 
 


