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A Note From the Ohio Arts
Council
Dear Family,
On behalf of the Arts & Autism in Ohio Initiative partners we are
pleased to provide you with the Ohio Resource Guide for Families. The
Guide contains helpful information about how you and your family can
experience the arts through education and participation.
The Ohio Resource Guide for Families was funded in part by the
National Endowment for the Arts, VSA Ohio, the Ohio Arts Council, and
Columbus Foundation. This Guide is a starting point from which you
can gain basic information about the arts, best prepare a family
member for access and participation in the arts, and learn about the
availability of local, state, and national resources.
The Guide also contains information you can use to educate others
about the unique needs and abilities of individuals with autism. This
information will help you be an articulate and proactive advocate on
behalf of people with autism.
Together we are paving the way for families, artists, and arts
organizations to work together for the greater good of self-expression,
education, collaboration, and innovation. The Arts & Autism in Ohio
Initiative stands ready to support and encourage the arts as a means
of joy, education, and creativity for all people. We hope the Ohio
Resource Guide for Families serves you well.

Donna S. Collins
Executive Director
Ohio Arts Council
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A Note From VSA
(now Art Possible Ohio)
Congratulations on taking the first steps toward exploring accessible
arts opportunities for your loved one on the autism spectrum, or with
other dis/abilities. VSA Ohio works every day to support inclusive arts
experiences for individuals who may need an access accommodation.
We know from research that finding and participating in the arts can
include numerous barriers: information, geography, transportation,
finances, appropriate specialization, and sufficient preparation on
all fronts.
There are also innumerable benefits to arts participation:
communication outlets, socialization, leisure skill development,
academic boosts, vocational training, and the freedom to explore in a
field where being quirky is the norm. This Guide is intended to provide
a general overview of how and where to explore various art mediums,
how to advocate for your needs at a cultural experience, and
resources for where to explore further.
The Arts & Autism in Ohio Initiative is an outcome of the hard work,
passion and expertise contributed by many. It takes a team support an
individual with autism. Together, we are building a stronger team for
our state. The arts have long been viewed as the great equalizer, and
they are meant to be fun. We hope you find ideas, make connections,
and experience the positive outcomes that come along with
participation
in the arts!

Erin J. Hoppe
Executive Director 2009-2019
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How Can Ohio Make the Arts and Arts Education
More Accessible for Individuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorders?
In the fall of 2012 the mother of a young child on the autism spectrum
called the Ohio Arts Council, our state agency for the arts, to find
information on accessible arts opportunities. Despite numerous
resources and subsequent research, no one was able to answer her
question. The Ohio Arts Council has long prioritized arts access for
individuals with disabilities. Their staff recognized the specialized needs
of this growing population segment, which can be positively supported
through the arts, as well as the opportunity to fill an information and
resource gap.
The Ohio Arts Council commissioned VSA Ohio, a statewide non-profit
arts and disability service organization and long-time partner, to design
and implement a research and fact-finding study. The Arts & Autism in
Ohio Initiative was born – the only initiative of its kind in the nation.
Over the next two years, VSA Ohio conducted focus groups and an
online survey, as well as a literature review in order to better
understand: the Benefits of bringing together arts and autism, the
Problems and Challenges around the integration of art and autism,
broad solutions to these problems, and the Role of the Ohio Arts
Council in facilitating more and better opportunities for people on the
spectrum.
Research findings and recommendations were put into strategies and
action steps to be implemented by VSA Ohio, Ohio Arts Council and
the Arts & Autism in Ohio Initiative Advisory Board. Outcomes to date
include raised awareness, new online resource directory of accessible
arts opportunities, and myriad efforts to convene administrators,
educators and families.
The administration and implementation of arts and cultural
opportunities inherently reflect creativity, reinvention, and relevance.
Steven Shore, an adult with autism, has popularized the phrase, if you
have met one individual with autism, you have met one individual with
autism. No field is better suited to adapt and meet the specific needs
of individuals on a spectrum as the arts community. With dedication
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and preparation, positive, creative experiences will continue to be
fostered in Ohio. VSA Ohio and the Ohio Arts Council are confident
these resource guides will serve as building blocks for continued
accessibility efforts in the cultural field by answering questions,
sparking ideas and encouraging the pursuit of valuable, creative
opportunities for individuals with autism.
While written for the autism community and its needs, many of the
tips and tools included represent general best practices for welcoming
individuals with any disability. Our communities grow stronger when
they prioritize access and inclusion. What will you discover when you
explore accessible arts?
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How and Why to Use This Resource Guide
For many with special needs, the arts are a means to expressing
themselves, developing social skills, finding community, and increasing
academic achievements. The arts provide opportunities to develop
language, cognition, fine and gross motor skills, social and life skills,
self-esteem and self-expression, and even the opportunity to define
potential career paths. The arts are an avenue to developing an
otherwise unheard voice.
Creative experiences and activities can develop spontaneity, originality,
and flexibility. Practicing life skills in a creative environment can help
a young adult rehearse for a job interview as well as develop selfconfidence and a positive self-image.
The arts allow for both independence and collaboration for individuals
who otherwise may have challenges in these areas. Research shows
that the arts often increase academic achievement, enhance test
scores, and improve attitudes, social skills, and critical and creative
thinking. Tones, notes, movement, and color support development of
higher-level thinking skills, including analysis, evaluation, and problem
solving.
There are numerous benefits to participation in the arts. How might
the arts benefit your family member? Explore the arts to find out how
they might benefit your loved one of any age!
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What Are the Arts? Why the Arts?
The arts include music, dance, drama, folk art, creative writing, painting,
sculpture, photography, graphic and craft arts, industrial design,
costume and fashion design, motion pictures, television, radio, film,
video, tape and sound recording, all those traditional arts practiced by
the diverse peoples of this country.
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Where Can I Go for Information on the Arts in
Ohio?
Ohio Arts Council
The Ohio Arts Council is the government’s state agency for the arts,
providing grants and services to cultural institutions in Ohio. OAC is
fully committed to insuring ADA compliance, and are advocates for full
access to the arts. OAC spearheaded the Arts & Autism in Ohio
Initiative, provides grants to support artists with disabilities, and works
with statewide partners to advance access. (https://oac.ohio.gov)
Art Possible Ohio (formally VSA Ohio)
Art Possible Ohio is a non-profit arts and disability service organization.
Art Possible Ohio promotes access and inclusion for people of all ages
and abilities across the state. Art Possible Ohio connects inspired
artists with their passions, service providers with resources, and all
citizens with creative opportunities. Art Possible Ohio partners with the
Ohio Arts Council to implement the Arts & Autism in Ohio Initiative and
creative career programs. (http://artpossibleohio.org)
OCALI
OCALI (Ohio Center for Autism and Low Incidence) provides resources
for cultural institutions to post accessible arts opportunities, and for
families and professionals to search. (https://www.ocali.org)
Social Media
Social Media is another great resource for finding information in your
community. Most organizations use Facebook, Twitter and other social
media options to advertise arts information.
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How Can I Best Prepare My Family Member for
Access and Participation in the Arts?
As parents know, each individual with autism is unique. Stephen
Shore, an adult with autism, is known to say, “If you have met
one individual with autism, you have met one individual with
autism,” as he promotes the uniqueness of each individual. Knowing
what works best for your loved one is key in preparing him or her to
access the arts. We have provided some suggestions here.
Visual Supports
Research has shown that many individuals with autism demonstrate
strength in visual learning. Put simply, visual supports make auditory
information visual; they organize a sequence of events, enhancing the
individual’s ability to understand, anticipate, and participate in those
events. Visual supports supplement verbal instruction, clarifying the
information for the individual and increasing comprehension. They can
be used to cue communication, providing reminders of what to do and
say in a situation. When individuals with ASD are given the opportunity
to learn with visual supports or cues they:
Complete more tasks independently therefore increasing their
independence
Learn more rapidly
Demonstrate decreased levels of frustration, anxiety, and
aggression related to task completion
Adjust more readily to changes in their environments.
Museums, theatres, and art venues are increasing the use of visual
supports to identify accessibility features. As a family member,
providing visual supports, such as picture schedules, can assist your
child or grandchild in having a more successful arts experience. A
picture schedule is a visual communication tool using drawings or
photographs to convey a sequenced order of events or situations.
For resources to make your own visual supports, please visit:
https://connectability.ca/visuals-engine/
10

Pre-Visit Narratives
Pre-Visit Narratives are short written stories that show information
about a social situation. The narrative can describe specific information
about an activity, situation, and event, or convey information about
behavioral expectations often associated with the social situation.
Social narratives can be individualized to a person or a particular
situation such as describing information about where and when a
person should go to the restroom. Social narratives provide readers
with a description of
the expectations before an activity occurs. Research documents the
effectiveness of social narratives for children and youth on the autism
spectrum. For this population, social narratives have been effective
in helping with structuring and completing homework, decreasing
inappropriate and undesirable behaviors, improving appropriate play,
social interactions, and participation in desired activities. See the
resources section for sample social narratives.
For instructions on how to make a pre-visit narrative, please visit:
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-andguidance/topics/communication/communication-tools/social-storiesand-comic-strip-coversations

Remember, first explorations might not go
as well as you hope. It’s okay. Take small
steps, which can lead to big change.
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How Might I Educate Arts Organizations in My
Area?
Individuals with autism are unique. It is important that arts
organizations gain an understanding of this population’s spectrum of
variability. Educating the organizations on terms like “unique individual”
and that autism is a “spectrum disorder” is very important. Take time to
provide specific information about autism.
Simple beginnings include:
Call and ask questions about what they offer. Identifying that a
need is there can be the the first step to understanding how to
help.
Join an advisory group to share your voice
Be sure to ask the staff if they have ever had a participant with ASD
before. Emphasize you want to work with them. Start by sharing
the big ideas you know about, encourage the staff to ask questions,
together you can all find solutions.
Encourage the arts organization to find the companion guide to
this series for Cultural Institutions.
Others have paved the way to begin the discussion on improving
access for individuals with disabilities and those with autism to a
multitude of arts events and activities. The Art Possible Ohio website
(http://artpossibleohio.org) provides links to many resources to
enhance what is provided in this Guide.
In addition, complete information on designing for accessibility, is
provided in a manual produced by the National Endowment for the
Arts in 2003 called, Design for Accessibility: A Cultural Administrator’s
Handbook and it is available at
https://www.arts.gov/about/publications/design-accessibility-culturaladministrators-handbook
Access to cultural programs is a legal requirement of the
Americans with Disabilities Act and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act.
12
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How Might I Educate Arts Organizations on the
Topic of Person-First Language for Autism?
The norm when engaging with persons with disabilities is to use
person-first language. This terminology is respectful and considers the
person before recognizing the trait you are describing. There is much
written on person-first language, including The Inclusion Project and
CDC’s “Communicating With and About People with Disabilities”.
Examples of People First Language:

Person with a disability vs. Handicapped or Disabled
She uses a wheelchair vs. Wheelchair bound
They need or use vs. They have a problem with
In the field of autism, there is great debate about the use of language.
Many individuals on the spectrum and advocacy groups believe that
identity-first language should be used. In the autism community,
many self-advocates and their allies prefer terminology such as
“Autistic,” “Autistic person,” or “Autistic individual” because they
understand autism as an inherent part of an individual’s identity.
On the other hand, many parents of autistic people and professionals
who work with autistic people prefer terminology such as “person with
autism,” “people on the autism spectrum,” or “individual with ASD”.
They do not consider autism to be part of an individual’s identity and
do not want their children to be identified or referred to as “Autistic.”
They want “person-first language,” that puts “person” before any
identifier to emphasize the humanity of their children.
It is important to share your family’s preferred language
choices with any staff or volunteers.
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How Might I Support Deeper Experiences in the
Arts for My Loved One or Family Member?
Your focus is helping a loved one have a high quality of life, achieve
their dreams, and be part of a community. The arts and culture
community is one where difference is celebrated, and a source of
creative inspiration. The arts benefit individuals of all ages and these
starting points will help you begin exploring.
https://www.inclusionproject.org
Simple strategies to start:
Listen to music of all types and learn what your child likes
Sing with your family member
Go to short plays and musicals
Visit your local museums
Observe an art class or demonstration in your community
Visit arts and crafts stores and let your family member pick out
supplies

To encourage his passion, we take Henry to art stores
so he can pick out markers, paper and other art
supplies that meet his needs. With his limited
language, it can be difficult to identify the best art
medium for him. So taking him to art supply stores
and exposing him to the options has been important.
The next step was for us to begin visiting venues that
showcase art. With exposure and experience, Henry
has been able to give us clues to his likes and dislikes.
– Amy Hess, Parent
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Many individuals with autism are eligible for special education services
within their school setting. As part of the individualized education
program (IEP) process, goals and objectives must be established
annually. From a young age, the IEP team can address special interests
and talents and plan for an individual’s increased participation in
classes that foster these interests. Classes and schedules can be
adjusted to allow for exploration of different arts mediums.
Age appropriate transition assessment and planning is part of the
special education process. Information about the student’s
participation in the arts can enhance the information gathered so
transition experiences can be tailored to interests. Mentorships,
shadowing experiences, and part-time work can be matched to the
individual’s skills. Many times the best resource is the one standing in
front of you! Talk to the school staff (art, music, drama). Discuss
opportunities as your IEP team works on person centered planning –
the continued goal is to achieve the best outcomes for the best quality
of life your family member can achieve.
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As your family member gets more comfortable in the arts and
identifies a strong interest, there may be opportunities to be an artist
apprentice,
a volunteer, or an intern. Work with your local arts and culture
organizations and ask their advice; they have their pulse on the field
and know about regional resources. Many organizations can also
connect you with low-risk, “emerging” artist opportunities to showcase
artwork and interact with the community. VSA Ohio has an annual call
for visual art that is open to individuals with disabilities of all ages,
across the state. The process of submitting artwork to a call for entries,
getting accepted, and attending an opening event with peers can open
doors of possibility. Work with your local arts community to seek out
these opportunities for your child.

Art Therapy
Art therapy is a unique opportunity for people of all ages - children,
teens and adult - to express themselves creatively while dealing with
growth, stress, grief, and loss. Art can produce a powerful release of
feelings that can help heal the mind, body, and spirit. A licensed art
therapist offers encouragement and guidance while emphasizing the
process of the artwork, not the final product.
Common goals of art therapy include relaxation and stress relief,
providing insight on emotions, and encouraging communication
between loved ones.
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Music Therapy
Music therapy is a creative opportunity for individuals and families
to express emotions within an atmosphere of comfort and relaxation.
Individuals may join in the making of music or choose to listen - or
both. Therapeutic experiences may include song writing, music
performances, vocal or musical improvisation. No musical background
or experience is necessary to enjoy the many benefits of music
therapy, including:
Positive changes in mood, relaxation, peace and comfort
Anxiety and stress reduction
Social interaction with caregivers and family members
Memory recall, reminiscence and satisfaction with life

Participating in drama is fun and exciting. It’s
not difficult like I thought it was going to be. I
get to pretend to be someone else and wear
fun clothes. I like being around the stage and
different props. Being on the stage is just so
much fun.
– Max Sellers, Age 12
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Resources
The conversation around autism and the arts is developing. Many
new resources are available now and more will be developed after
this publication launches. This is a sampling of resources to adapt as
needed, and to use when communicating with your local arts
programs to help them improve their supports for individuals with
autism. They can be used as examples of the supports that your family
member needs to make their participation in the arts successful.
Autism Friendly Activities
Arts venues are working to promote autism friendly activities, plays,
movies, art events, etc. The Museum Access Consortium provides
guidelines and resources for cultural professionals to use to provide
more accessible facilities and programs for people with disabilities.
They have many resources specific to supporting visitors with autism
as well as specific autism friendly activities and events.
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The Kennedy Center Sensory-Friendly Resources
Sensory-friendly performances are designed to create a performing
arts experience that is welcoming to all families with family members
with autism or with other disabilities that create sensory sensitivities.
Sensory Friendly Programming for People with Social and
Cognitive Disabilities: A Guide for Performing Arts Settings
This guidebook is intended to help identify the qualities and
resources to consider when creating a relaxed and friendly theater
experience for persons with sensory, social, and learning
disabilities. The guidebook is a starting point for implementing
sensory-friendly performances. (https://www.kennedycenter.org/visit/accessibility/sensory/)
Coming to the Kennedy Center Family Theatre (Basic Level)
A social narrative about taking a trip to the Kennedy Center for
young children.
Coming to the Kennedy Center Family Theatre
(Intermediate Level) A social narrative about taking a trip to the
Kennedy Center for elementary aged children.
Sensory Map of the Family Theatre
Big Yellow School Bus
The Ohio Arts Council recognizes the important role school field trips
plan in comprehensive arts education efforts. This program provides
up to $500 to help schools meet the transportation costs of
educational field trips to arts and cultural activities; no funding match
is required. Schools should read the guidelines and contact the Arts
Learning Coordinator before beginning this easy application process.
Contact the coordinator at (614) 728-4455
https://www.oac.ohio.gov/Portals/0/grants/pdfs/FY17_BYSB.pdf?
ver=2016-01-22-103632-977
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Big Yellow School Bus
The Ohio Arts Council recognizes the important role school field trips
plan in comprehensive arts education efforts. This program provides
up to $500 to help schools meet the transportation costs of
educational field trips to arts and cultural activities; no funding match
is required. Schools should read the guidelines and contact the Arts
Learning Coordinator before beginning this easy application process.
Contact the coordinator at (614) 728-4455
https://www.oac.ohio.gov/Portals/0/grants/pdfs/FY17_BYSB.pdf?
ver=2016-01-22-103632-977

Recently my son, who is on the autism spectrum,
participated in a theatre workshop. It was truly
transformative watching him and other individuals
involved. To see him go from anxious and afraid, to
walking with his eyes closed into the middle of a
circle with strangers watching him while he followed
the sound of a bell, was just amazing... truly
demonstrating how the arts impact and transform
us.
- Kim Turner, Parent
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Sample Social Narratives
Each arts experience is unique. Each venue presents its own set of
opportunities for the individual with autism, and can also present its
own set of challenges and potential obstacles for them as well. The
samples below provide excellent examples of resources which help
individuals with ASD prepare for a visit to your new space.
Smithsonian’s Pre-Visit Resources
This site provides Smithsonian Institution Social StoriesTM. The stories
are provided for developmental ages 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12 years.
(https://access.si.edu/node/22)
Fulton Theatre Social Narrative: What Happens When You Go
to the Theatre
Both a parent and child/youth versions of the narrative are available
through this link. Patrons can visit the show page the week before
attending the theatre to download a social narrative specific to the
production. The show story will include pictures of actors on sets and
in costumes, and prepare the individual for specific noises and lights.
(https://thefulton.org/accessibility/sensory-friendly-program/socialstory/)
Musical Autist
Sensory-Friendly Concerts are public events facilitated by credentialed
music therapists. These events are an opportunity to celebrate
Neurodiversity. The motto of Sensory-Friendly Concerts is, “handflapping allowed!” While open to the public, special focus is given
to audience members on the autism spectrum, who may be more
sensitive to their environments. This is an ideal setting for the practice
of self-advocacy, and a showcase of talent from people on the
autism spectrum. (https://themusicalautist.org)
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Accessibility Symbols
Arts and cultural organizations increasingly use accessibility symbols to
promote different accommodations they make available. Many are
familiar, such as the wheelchair for parking spots and ramps.
Individuals with autism are likely to have different accommodation
requests. The sensory-friendly symbol is new, and may mean different
accommodations in different institutions. There are no formally
accepted requirements for what a sensory-friendly experience entails.
Whether or not this symbol is present, it is your right to ask what
accommodations are available and to ask for what is needed. This
might include:
Use of headphones or ear plugs
Bringing a backpack into a gallery space
Keeping the lights up
A visual copy of the event’s schedule
Allowing for sunglasses indoors
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Look for these symbols on websites and printed materials. Call ahead
and ask the staff about what is available and what you need. Most
spaces will work with you to create a positive experience, they just
need to know how to prepare.
Sensory-Friendly
Used to promote a cultural event or
performance by indicating that the advertised
program will provide accessible
accommodations and appropriate
modifications for individuals with Sensory
Processing and Autism Spectrum Disorders
(ASD). These include a pre-show / pre-visit
guide to preparing audiences and visitors, an
accepting and inclusive environment,
adjustments to sound and lighting levels,
noise cancelling headsets, and a “quiet room”
where individuals can take a break if needed.
Other accommodations may include
specialists on hand to assist patrons and
remote viewing of the main stage
performance.
The Information Symbol
Knowing where to find what you need is
almost as valuable as finding it. The
information symbol indicates the location for
specific information or materials concerning
access, such as “LARGE PRINT” materials,
audio recordings of materials, sensoryfriendly information or sign interpreted tours.
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Appendix
This section provides some resources that families can use as they
prepare for participation in arts activities. “First/Then” cards allow you
to plan in advance for the order of the day – first we will go to the art
class, then we will have lunch. We have provided “First/Then” cards to
help with both the planned and unplanned parts of the day. We have
also provided some space where your family member might doodle
while waiting.

How to Get Involved in the Arts
Look at art books/listen to music
Go to the art store/sing at home
Buy art supplies/choreograph a dance at home
Make art/visit local galleries/attend short plays
Observe an art class/attend a longer performance
Take an art class/contact a music therapist
Share your art/perform for friends
Submit artwork to a call for entries/try out for a choir
Talk to local artists and organizations about deeper
engagement/mentoring/summer camps
Volunteer at a gallery or music store
Write an artist biography and develop a resume
Apply to intern or work in the creative industries
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First

Then

We will get out our art supplies

We will do an art project together

First

Then

First

Then
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