
Museum Tours for Students who have Autism 

By Deb Hansen, Docent, Des Moines Art Center, Iowa (June 2018) 

Suggestions for touring with students on the autism spectrum 

Sometimes I know in advance that my group will include a student who has autism and 
may get suggestions from the teacher or parent about how to support that student 
during their visit. More often, I don’t know about a student’s needs for support until the 
group arrives.  

Before the tour starts, I try to talk to each child, build rapport with my group. Sometimes 
you will notice a child who is non-verbal or that demonstrates behaviors that give you a 
hint that supports might be needed. If possible, ask the chaperone to help you manage 
transitions and be prepared to help a child who might want to run or attempt to touch the 
art.   

Once the tour starts, the following strategies have proven to be helpful. 

1) Simplify verbal explanations – reduce rules to a few key expectations. Explain 
what you want children to do, avoid elaborating on what you don’t want.  (“Keep 
your hands close to your body.” Vs. “Don’t touch the art.”)  I take the group to a 
quiet area, before reviewing the expectations. If I have a group of students with 
special needs, I provide an illustrated list of rules. (See illustration.) 

2) Include fewer stops. Spend more time at each stop and reduce the number of 
transitions needed.  If possible, I avoid high traffic areas of the museum and 
seek out works of art that are tucked away in quieter sections of the museum, 
to limit distractions. 

 
3) At the stop, I may have the group sit (particularly tours for younger children).  If 

possible, position yourself near the student with special needs, using proximity 
to help provide boundaries. When working with a group of students with special 
needs, I ask students to sit on sit spots to encourage positive behavior while 

seated on the floor.  
 
4) For young children having something to hold while viewing a painting or 

sculpture is helpful. Give each child a small object to hold. If possible, select 



something that relates to the art work. Avoid objects that might harm the art 
work or injure someone if the object is thrown. Examples:  for a work that has a 
variety of lines and shapes give each child a pipe-cleaner; for a work that 
features nature or trees share a silk flowers or leaves.  

 
5) Offer a stress-relieving toy to a student who may find comfort from holding a 

soft or interesting toy. (I carry a cloth tote bag with stress toys and a few props 

These items are selected to pose no risk to the art.)   
6) When we know in advance that we will serve students with autism, noise 

cancelling headphones are made available for students who may be 
hypersensitive to sound. 

7) LISTEN and provide extra wait-time. Students with autism may need a bit more 
time to process what they are hearing and come up with what they want to say 
about the art. 

8) If age appropriate, I ask students to hold the hand of an adult or peer while 
transitioning through the museum.   

9) Avoid touching students. Some students with autism may have tactile sensitivity 
and touch makes them uncomfortable.  

10) Call on students by name.  Make students feel that their contributions are 
special.  

11) Paraphrase often. Students with autism may have difficulty processing 
language and sharing their ideas.  Paraphrasing their comments and 
summarizing discussions about the art facilitates understanding.  I seek 
responses from students, but never pressure a child to talk. 

12) Provide positive feedback throughout the tour.  Be specific in offering praise. “I 
noticed how well you are walking in the museum.”  “Nice job sitting in one spot.” 
Praise often!! 

In my experience, children with autism are mannerly, motivated, and bubbling with 
enthusiasm as they explore the art and they discover all that our museum has to offer.  
In a few instances, students were uncomfortable in this unfamiliar setting and 
demonstrated frustration, anxiety, irritability, or other behaviors that suggested the need 
for added support. What happens if a problem behavior occurs?   

• Be calm.  Use a quiet, steady voice. 



• Allow teachers, chaperones, or parents to handle the situation. A docent should 
not be expected to anticipate every problem and respond to potentially complex 
situations.  

• The Des Moines Art Center security staff have received special training to 
increase their awareness of the needs of visitors with autism. Guards are 
prepared to provide support in a tactful and gentle way, as needed.  

• If a child needs to leave, provide an option for the teacher, chaperone, or 
parent to take the child to another area of the museum.  Be prepared to 
suggest a quiet spot where they can take a break. Encourage them to return.  
The museum should be perceived as a “No judgement zone”.    


