
Disclaimer – average ordinary librarians, we do not have degrees in early childhood 

development, autism spectrum issues or any doctoral degrees. My experience has been 

2 years working in an elementary school as a librarian and dealing directly with children 

who are on the autism spectrum as well as 6 years working in a public library as a 

children’s librarian and running a sensory storytime for a year. We are frontline staff 

when it comes to directly dealing with children who have developmental issues. Often 

we feel the best we can do is be welcoming and friendly at regular storytimes. Sensory 

storytimes give us the option to tell parents that their child has been thoughtfully 

considered and will be celebrated at your sensory storytime. Sensory storytimes are a 

journey for both the librarian and the child. Each storytime should be unique because 

each week the children’s behaviors will be unique. 
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Do you have children who are unable to attend or disrupt your regular storytime? Are 

you noticing children who seem to have problems following directions to stay seated 

beyond the typical squirmy 2-3 year old behavior? 
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1 in 70 boys are diagnosed on the autism spectrum

1 in 315 girls are diagnosed on the autism spectrum
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From the center for disease and control prevention.
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Ideally you would limit sensory storytimes to less than 10 children. The reason for this is 

if you have children who are high on the autism spectrum or have another disability, 

often large crowds will scare and frustrate them. It also gives you the opportunity of 

instead of trying to run crowd control on a group that is completely out of control, with 

10 or even 15 children and their caretakers you have the opportunity to spend time and 

focus on each child and be aware of their special needs. ALWAYS make sure caretakers of 

children with special needs are involved and do not leave storytime. They typically know 

their child’s specific needs better than you do. Conversations before or after storytime 

are always great to follow up on how each child can get the best experience out of 

storytime. Is there a need the child has that the caretaker can help you understand how 

best to accommodate that need through your storytime?
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Peer inclusion, or adding children who are typically developing helps both kids with 

special needs and the other children raising sensitivity, awareness, socialization, and 

development as they head toward school. This way they can learn from each other. 

You are helping any child with Atypical social development to feel comfortable in the 

library, often leading to less acting out or negative issues when they come to the library 

on regular visits.  
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Don’t set the child up for failure! You are helping them participate, NOT master 

storytime. Goal for regular storytime is often mastery
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Remember success is participation, NOT mastery! Visual schedule can be purchased:

called Board maker by Mayer-Johnson. Or you can Google and print out specific images 

that will help children understand your specific storytime schedule. You can also use 

therabands with the children while doing songs. Use yellow or the lightest resistance. 

Always have caretakers help children get set up with their therabands as you 

demonstrate the proper way to use them. Another great idea is purchasing individual 

“toothettes” to have children practice or pretend to brush their teeth while you sing the 

“brush your teeth” raffi song.  Scarves in tissue box -
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Repeat a song, do it once at beginning, once toward the end Or have one song you sing 

every week. 

Use a visual schedule, a few libraries even include visuals online where families can look 

at pictures of the library, librarian, and special storytime area before they arrive so 

children are already introduced to the area and their anxiety can be helped. 
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How can you make a book interactive? Can you do a song or fingerplay with the story? 

Can you repeat the song that goes with the story after the story is over or even go 

through the story twice? Are shakers too noisy for your group? 
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Ask for help from local therapists who specialize in working with children. They can 

suggest environment modifications, techniques, materials, types of stories, and 

activities. They may be willing to observe and even assist at your storytimes. Attend 

local autism chapter meetings.
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