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IN PUBLIC LIBRARIES

Inclusion and accessibility are at the heart of libraries, it is 
one of the fundamental values they uphold. In accordance 
with the Australian Library and Information Association’s 
principle statement on providing services for people with a 
disability (ALIA, 2018), libraries are constantly looking at their 
spaces, collections, technology and programming to design 
them in a way that everyone, regardless of ability, can access 
and participate in everything their libraries have to offer. 

But unfortunately, a feeling of inclusion is not always 
the experience for children with disabilities or their 
families. Sometimes libraries can be an intimidating or 
uncomfortable space, various programs can cause discomfort 
or barriers due to crowding or a lack of supporting practices. 

The purpose of this discussion paper is to raise awareness about 
children with disabilities such as Autism, ADHD and outline 
some initiatives public libraries in Victoria, Australia have 
implemented. It will share some simple and proven strategies 
for librarians and library staff to think about how they can adapt 
their existing programming to be more inclusive, and detail the 
simple tools and equipment libraries can provide to create a 
more inclusive experience for children with disabilities and 
their families. 
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DESIGN THINKING

When looking for areas to improve in our libraries, and our programs, considering the 
experience from our patron‘s point of view is vital. When looking at library programs through 
the lens of inclusion, it was extremely useful for us to apply the design thinking methodology, 
as it helped us identify how to start reshaping existing programming and encourage new 
community members into our libraries with new and improved approaches to our program 
delivery. This work was particularly useful when enrolling staff to adopt new ways of delivering 
programs, as the “WHY” was articulated clearly through this process.
 
Design thinking is a process in which we see to understand our customer, patron, community 
members at a deeper level.  It’s putting their experiences at the heart of your decision making. 
Design thinking is a process that challenges the assumptions to identify alternative approaches 
or strategies to how we interact within our service delivery. 

Design thinking can provide a methodology and solution-based approach to problems that 
can present themselves.  Design thinking revolves around a deeper interest to understand 
the people we are providing services to, helping us observe and develop empathy with our 
patrons. It also helps us identify barriers and helps us question the problems they might 
face, challenge our assumptions and look at their experience from their viewpoint. Design 
thinking helps us tackle some of these barriers by reframing our approach to programs and 
services in a human centric way- creating a brainstorming approach to prototype and test 
new ways of doing things.  Design thinking also involves ongoing experimentation, through 
prototyping, testing and evaluating. 

Image  courtesy Wikimedia under CC-BY-SA-4.0. Modified from original by MrJanzen1984
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WHAT IS AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER?

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental 
condition which affects the brain’s growth and development. It is 
a lifelong condition, with symptoms typically appearing in early 
childhood. Approximately 1% of the population is on the autism 
spectrum – equalling 57,910 Victorians and 241,300 Australians 
(Richdale, 2011). 

People with autism can have: 
• Challenges with communication and interacting 
with others
• Disinterest in socialising, or being “too social” 
with strangers
• Repetitive and different behaviours, moving their 
bodies in different ways
• Strong interest in a particular topic/subject 
• Unusual reactions to what they see, hear, smell, 
touch or taste
• Preference for routines and dislike change

For many with ASD, sensory sensitivity has a greater impact 
on their daily lives than many of the other deficits. The most 
common is sounds, as well as tactile experiences, light intensity 
and specific aromas. Their sense of balance, movement and body 
orientation can be unusual (Atwood, 2006, p. 302). 

People with autism can also experience speech and language 
difficulties, epilepsy, anxiety and depression, difficulties with fine 
and gross motor skills, intellectual disability, sleep disorders and 
secondary conditions including Fragile X Syndrome.

The ways autism impacts people means they often need more 
time to process information and find some social situations 
and physical environments challenging, which results in them 
feeling overwhelmed and anxious and can lead to a meltdown. A 
meltdown is rarely a deliberate act (like a ‘tantrum’) and can be 
worse for the child than it is to observe. 

Research by Jones, Akram, Murphy, Myers and Vickers (2018) for 
Amaze found that 52% of autistic people report feeling socially 
isolated and 48% report being avoided or shunned. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

Autism can cause individuals challenges in understanding how to relate to other people and 
to their environment. 
There is no physical marker for autism, so individuals on the autism spectrum look no 
different to anyone else. Parents sometimes report that others might think that their children 
are badly behaved and that they lack parenting skills, based on different behaviours, however 
this can be very unhelpful for a family. 
Adults on the autism spectrum may struggle with social situations and ‘small talk’, thus 
appear rude or say things that others would not say. However, as social interaction is fluid 
and constantly changing, people on the autism spectrum may have challenges in keeping up 
with the verbal and non-verbal messages that are begin communicated. 

• ASD affects around 1 in every 110 people
• Males are diagnosed around four times more often as females
• There is no cure for this lifelong condition
• Unemployment rates for individuals on the autism spectrum are around 65% 
compared with only about 6% for the whole population
• Individuals on the autism spectrum are over-represented in the homeless 
population and in the justice system.
• For older individuals, timely and meaningful support, advice and information 
can also be critical to quality of life outcomes.

The term “Autism Spectrum Disorder” includes Asperger’s Syndrome and Pervasive 
Developmental Disorder – Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS). These specific terms are 
often required for funding purposes.
Other terms you might hear are “high functioning autism”, “classic autism”, “Kanner Autism” 
or “atypical autism”. 

There is no known cause of autism. Much research is being done to try to find out more. At 
this point it is believed to result from changes to the development and growth of the brain, 
which may be caused by a combination of factors, including environmental and genetic ones. 
There is an increased chance of having another child on the autism spectrum if there already 
is a child in the family who has a diagnosis, but no specific genes have yet been proven to 
cause autism. Autism is not caused by parenting or social circumstances, vaccination or 
other medical treatment.



Inclusive Practices in Public Libraries

2019 Kylie Carlson, Felicity Macchion, Cory Greenwood

Inclusive Practices in Public Libraries: An Australian Perspective

Autistic children can find it challenging to relate to other people 
and interact in a social environment. While there is no physical 
marker for autism (individuals on the spectrum look no different 
to anyone else), they may behave awkwardly or ‘act out’ when over-
stimulated. Storytime performers may notice children covering 
their ears, or even turning their backs. This isn’t them being rude 
or disengaging, they may be trying their best to shut out other 
sensory input to focus on what’s going on (Cottrell, 2016).

The benefits of Storytimes and early literacy is of particular 
importance to children on the Autism Spectrum for whom social 
skills and communication may be impaired. Autistic children 
need concentrated exposure to various forms of literacy, media 
and text in order to help develop their reading and language skills 
(Polachok-Cook, 2015).

For families with autistic children with ASD, attending events 
at the library can be difficult and overwhelming, especially 
when Storytimes can attract such big crowds. Autism often isn’t 
diagnosed in children until after the age of 5 years, so often 
children can present with symptoms with no formal diagnosis 
(Mandell, Novak, & Zubritsky, 2005).

For more information, visit http://www.amaze.org.au/discover/
about-autism-spectrum-disorder/resources/amaze-online-
learning-portal/

UNDERSTANDING AUTISTIC CHILDREN
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Storytimes are a staple program in our Libraries. We are often asked why we do them; is it to 
entertain? Is it to give children and parents something free to do? Is it just to entice them to 
come into our libraries, or do we do them because they help make a difference?

Storytimes are designed to encourage a love of reading, develop social interactions and 
stimulate imagination. Attending Storytimes allows children and their carers to experience 
stories and songs in a fun and interactive way while building the foundation for literacy. 
The years from birth to five are critical for building emergent literacy skills that precede the 
ability to learn how to read and write:

• Print motivation – thinking that books and reading are fun
• Vocabulary – knowing the names of things
• Print awareness – recognizing print and understanding how books work
• Letter knowledge – understanding that each letter has its own name 
and sounds
• Narrative skills – being able to tell stories and describe things
• Phonological awareness – being able to recognize and play with the 
smaller sounds that make up words. (MacLean, 2008)

Cognitive skills of young children are an important factor in explaining success later-on in 
life. Skill attainment at one stage of the life cycle raises skill attainment at later stages of the 
life cycle (Cunha et al., 2006). If a child starts school behind they stay behind, so we believe in 
the importance of exposing children to reading and language as early as possible.

Every childhood program that our libraries offer are based on developing early literacy and 
school readiness skills. Every activity/craft we include is based on developing various gross-
motor and fine-motor skills to help children develop the neural pathways in their brains. 
Storytimes have become so popular in some libraries that librarians are finding a huge 
demand for additional sessions. In fast growing municipalities, such as City of Whittlesea or 
City of Casey, Storytime attendance rates often reach 100+ people.

Librarians have adapted their spaces to accommodate growing numbers, such as creating 
areas for pram parking, conducting their Storytimes outside or in other rooms of the library, 
and some have introduced headset microphones/PA equipment for particularly crowded 
sessions.
While growing numbers are something to celebrate, increased crowds and noise can become 
a deterrent and actually inhibit some families and children from attending.

STORYTIMES: A GREAT START IN LIFE
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One of the first things I noticed when starting in libraries was the enthusiasm and dedication 
for delivering Storytime. I was completely in awe of branch staff and the way they managed 
such large crowds at each session, seemingly without breaking a sweat and never without a 
huge smile on their face.

The other thing I noticed was various children not being able to settle or follow the instructions 
at many of the Storytime sessions.  This was so relatable, remembering the similar experiences 
I had with my two boys at community events and shopping trips. It wasn’t until they were later 
diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder 
(ADHD) that I fully understood why my boys couldn’t cope with programs like Storytime, so I 
understood how others might be facing a similar journey in our libraries and our programs. 

Time was spent observing lots of programs at the libraries I worked in, and time talking to 
staff, council working groups, and various support groups outside of libraries, asking lots of 
questions as to what barriers (if any) they faced coming to the library.  The focus initially was 
broadly on disability groups, but then narrowed the focus to ASD children as that had been 
identified as a high need group in the municipality I was working in. 

This level of inquiry led to an opportunity to create an alternative programming approach to 
Storytimes and then led to other inclusive approaches to programs for children in libraries. 
Many families/carers reported back that they had children who didn’t enjoy the noise and 
high energy Storytimes in libraries they had visited, they sometimes found the library 
environment intimidating and not “sensory friendly”.  With this feedback in mind, a design 
thinking approach to regular library programming was applies, with the aim to cater for 
these families, encourage them into our libraries, because they had reported feeling there 
was nowhere in the community suitable for their children, and these families were identified 
as “at risk” of social isolation. 

Through various methods of consultation, it was evident the Storytimes were not a “one size 
fits all” and a needed change was identified. With this evidence and data, and by involving 
our  colleagues, we developed a Storytime model that responded to the needs of children who 
displayed signs of distress or anxiety at regular Storytime sessions. Through further research 
and consultation with experts, we were aware that children with ASD need concentrated 
exposure to various forms of literacy, media and text in order to help develop their reading 
and language skills. We were also conscious of these needs and did not advertise the program 
at first; we let word of mouth and staff referrals build a small group of no more than ten 
children. This ensured we were able to meet the particular needs of each child.

We introduced a new “Quiet Storytime” model - our Sensitive Storytimes ran weekly and were 
similarly structured to our other Storytime sessions, but included sensory materials and 
picture exchange communication system cards (PECS), a quieter timeslot and smaller group. 

Sensitive Storytimes provide a controlled environment for autistic children and their families 
to participate and enjoy the session as much as a neurotypical child can enjoy a regular 
Storytime. They ensure social interaction for children and families, and have provided a 
much needed networking opportunity for parents and carers experiencing similar journeys. 

We contacted AMAZE (peak body for Autism in Victoria) about the work we were doing in this 
space. After observing a session and meeting with us, they were inspired and they sought to 
develop a more formal resource for librarians.

STORYTIMES: HOW CAN WE MAKE THEM MORE INCLUSIVE?
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Amaze received a grant from the Newman‘s Own Foundation, and developed an online 
teaching resource for all librarians to learn how to run their own Sensitive Storytimes. 
 
Download the free training resource at https://amaze.litmos.com.au/self-signup/ 

AMAZE SENSITIVE STORYTIME RESOURCE FOR LIBRARIANS

At Amaze our purpose has three parts. We develop community capacity by working with others 
to help them value and support autistic people and their families. We build understanding, 
engagement and acceptance of autism. We want autistic people to have the opportunity to 
participate meaningfully in, and make a valued contribution to, our society. Amaze was 
delighted to receive a grant from Newman’s Own Foundation to fund the Sensitive Storytime 
project and continue working towards our purpose. We worked with librarians at public 
libraries – a key community resource – to build their capacity to run Sensitive Storytime 
sessions for autistic children and their families. We also developed the Sensitive Storytime 
for Librarians online resource, launched at Bargoonga Nganjin, North Fitzroy Library in June 
2018. Watch the launch video on Vimeo to learn more: https://vimeo.com/280487512

The Amaze team researched, wrote and filmed content for the resource including best 
practice from libraries in Australia and overseas. This included Amaze staff observing 
Storytimes at several Victorian libraries. The draft resource was created using e-learning 
software prior to review by the Amaze team. The resource then underwent user testing with 
librarians. The feedback received during the review and user testing led to changes in the 
resource to clarify skills, for example, extra videos and changes to improve the main menu. 
Librarians responded positively to the resource and particularly liked the how-to videos and 
the downloadable signs, checklists and visual schedule.

To further develop the resource, Amaze partnered with Brimbank Libraries, Yarra Libraries 
and Campaspe Libraries to deliver additional pilot sessions throughout March-May 2018. We 
ran an evaluation with parents/carers and librarians. 28 feedback surveys were completed by 
parents and carers of 46 children attending the sessions. The responses were overwhelmingly 
positive with many parents rating the session a 9 or 10 out of 10 for being safe and welcoming 
for their child and including their child. Our partner libraries reported that 70 children 
attended the sessions with 59 parents or carers. The qualitative interviews revealed that 
librarians spent around 60 minutes preparing the Sensitive Storytime session, although some 
librarians commented that it took more time as it was the first time they’d run it. When asked 
how successful they thought their Sensitive Storytime session was, all librarians rated it as 8 
or 9 out of 10. This shows a good confidence level, particularly as for most librarians this was 
the first time they’d run a Sensitive Storytime session. Feedback from librarians about why 
they think Sensitive Storytime sessions are important for autistic children and their families: 
“To make them (families) feel included and able to come to a session and not feel like their 
autistic child might be interrupting. To get the message out that they’re welcome.” 

Amaze look forward to more Sensitive Storytime sessions for autistic children and their 
families as the Public Libraries Victoria (PLV) promote the resource to their members.

AMAZE: WORKING WITH LIBRARIES
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As a result of working closely with Amaze and through continual 
community consultation and feedback, we then developed an 
Inclusive Storytime Model at Yarra Libraries, which is run in 
addition to separate Sensitive Storytime sessions.
We developed social stories in PDF and video formats to help 
parents/carers prepare a child to attend the session. These 
resources can be accessed at 
https://library.yarracity.vic.gov.au/using-the-library/for-kids

Through the advocacy work I had been doing in the space of 
inclusive programming in libraries, I was also asked to champion 
a program called Sensitive Santa, and have written and developed 
a Sensitive Santa Training Model and Kit specifically to be run in a 
library setting. This training model has been delivered successfully 
to 5 library services so far and continues to grow each year. 

The other big achievement was developing a training café (fully 
funded by external partners) for people with disabilities in a 
library setting. This café was done in partnership with local 
businesses and a National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) 
provider, Araluen.
The concept was to have a café inside the library training NDIS 
participants in making coffee and being trained in hospitality.  
This project was successfully funded and helped bed down 
inclusive practices further within the library environment.
Building on this work, we have continued to share these practices 
with the library industry in Australia through talks, presentations, 
discussion papers and articles. 

The inclusive practices we have implemented at Yarra Libraries 
include introducing visual schedules, sensory tents, fidget toys, 
ear muffs and visual timers into our regular Storytime sessions 
and Rhymetimes (a pre-kindergarten session for children aged 18 
months to 3 years). We also lend early learning kits which contain 
educational toys that encourage sensory play and learning at 
home.

YARRA LIBRARIES:  OUR INCLUSIVE PRACTICES
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“My grandson really enjoyed the 
Sensitive Storytime format as it 
allowed him to fully participate 
in a way he hasn’t be able to 
before. ” – Cheryl, Fitzroy.

We’ve also included these practices into our other children’s 
programming such as code clubs and after school activities as part 
of our overarching approach to embedding inclusive practices 
across all our programming. This has helped families and children 
that might be ASD (those not diagnosed or not wanting to disclose 
their diagnosis) feel included and able to participate in all regular 
library programs. Other areas we are exploring is Auslan (sign 
language) at children’s Storytimes. 

We also developed our outreach presence by developing Festival 
Sensory Kits and offering Festival organisers our Sensory Zones 
and Chill out tents. In these tents we create a combination of calm 
and sensory activities, reading areas etc. for people that might be 
feeling overwhelmed at community festivals and needing a place 
to chill out and have some breathing space from crowds. 

Our approach has been to continue to bed down inclusive practice 
into all our programming and events via constant prototyping, 
testing and evaluating. True inclusion is continuing to share and 
train other libraries in these simple but effective practices – looking 
at ways they can embed inclusion into regular programming and 
regular environments. That’s what true inclusion looks like, and 
that’s what we are aiming to achieve. 

Yarra Libraries have worked closely with Amaze to support 
the development of their online training resource, helping 
public library staff develop and deliver inclusive, sensory-
friendly Storytimes. This paper acknowledges the support of our 
employers, managers and other stakeholders in forging such a 
strong partnership equally committed to supporting the needs of 
some very special members in our communities, and the families 
who we know appreciate the work we’ve done in this space.





Inclusive Practices in Public Libraries

2019 Kylie Carlson, Felicity Macchion, Cory Greenwood

SENSITIVE SANTA: PROJECT BACKGROUND

The Sensitive Santa Project began in the USA at Franklin and 
Marshall College in Pennsylvania as a special event for children 
with Autism, ADHD, ADD, and various other sensory challenges. It 
is a program that has since been adopted worldwide by community 
organisations, non-for-profit organisations and commercial 
businesses- such as local shopping centres. 

In 2012, Amaze (the peak body for Autism in Victoria) partnered 
with Highpoint Shopping Centres to trial a Sensitive Santa before- 
and after- shopping centre hours. More recently we are now seeing 
new initiatives such as Coles Supermarkets running autism-
friendly Quiet Hours in their stores, and other sensory-friendly 
events at other shopping centres/supermarkets with reduced 
noise, lower lighting and less in-store distractions. 

The Sensitive Santa Project first began out of an identified need that 
children with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder) and their families 
often missed out on a visit to Santa and missed having a photo 
with him. Trips to the local shopping centres at Christmas time 
is a common activity for most families, but often many families 
with ASD children are confronted by such a visit with a myriad of 
“triggers” that cause distress for the child. These may include a 
long wait line, noisy environments, bright lights, loud music, and 
lots of unfamiliar faces. The opportunity to capture a special family 
memory is often too challenging for these families and therefore 
not even attempted, or abandoned after bad experiences. 

Sensitive Santa provides an opportunity for an important, 
valued and unique family experience. It is also aiming to achieve 
increased community awareness around existing barriers for 
children with neurodiverse disabilities whilst also promoting a 
creative and positive contribution towards broader community 
inclusion for all.
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The Sensitive Santa project started in libraries with three metro 
access officers from different City Councils (Banyule, Nillumbik 
and Whittlesea) who partnered to deliver a pilot. They created 
and delivered three events in community rooms at Yarra Plenty 
Regional Library branches. 
The project officers worked closely with Amaze and local partners 
to further develop the project and build awareness of the barriers 
faced by children with ASD and their families. The project 
required them to step outside the box to find creative ways to 
bring together expertise, skills, funds and enthusiasm to create 
broader inclusion and community participation across all three 
municipalities. 

Part of the project’s aim was to also upskill volunteer groups and/
or library staff so that the project could then be handed over to the 
Library to sustain and facilitate future sessions. 
After the initial pilot in 2013, the project was refined in 2014 and 
further developed. After consultation, the feedback from various 
stakeholders and participants was that the project best fit the ASD 
communities’ needs in a library setting, as the library environment 
was a great fit for the children attending. 

Parents expressed they felt more comfortable in a library setting 
in comparison to the special sessions run at shopping centres. 
They enjoyed being in a “non-retail”, “safe” and “inclusive” 
environment. The families also reported developing a relationship 
with the library after these Sensitive Santa visits, and expressed 
that now they felt comfortable enough to attend other events that 
the library had to offer. 
The project was then written up with an MOU agreement to 
champion and develop the model to be shared, with the goal 
to further enhance the program and expand it to other library 
services.

If your library service wants to be trained in the Sensitive Santa 
Library Model, please contact:

Kylie Carlson
Coordinator Community Learning & Partnerships
Yarra Libraries
kylie.carlson@yarracity.vic.gov.au

SENSITIVE SANTA AND LIBRARIES
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To capture the magic of Sensitive Santa, our team member Dan Trevarthen created a video 
during the 2018 event. The video won  Film of the Year and Best Documentary at the 2019 
A Corto Di Libri International Short Film Contest.

Watch it at https://vimeo.com/310020984

AWARD-WINNING VIDEO

1. Provide an opportunity for families to access information and link into existing 
Council Services, therefore increasing community participation post-project. 

2. Raise broader community awareness to promote the benefits of community inclusion 
and ASD. 

3. Create an opportunity to connect and collect information from participating families 
to contribute and inform future decision making, understanding the needs and identify 
gaps in service provision and future planning. 

4. Develop the Sensitive Santa project, and Inclusive Storytime model into a sustainable 
model that could be transferred to different settings whilst enabling stakeholders to 
develop the project independently of council. 

5. Develop various versions of the programs, e.g. Signing Santa for children who are 
deaf and Inclusive Santa for other disabilities, inclusion tools in all programming for 
children. 

6. Make a difference to families with children with ASD. 

SENSITIVE SANTA & INCLUSIVE PROGRAM OBJECTIVES & OUTCOMES
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YARRA LIBRARIES STRATEGIC GOALS & ACTIONS

Our inclusive approach to our programs at Yarra Libraries, 
including the Sensitive Santa program was underpinned by 
National, State and Local Government Strategies and plans, 
ensuring localised priorities were met, but also aimed to work in 
with bigger global priorities. 

National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 
1.1 Increased participation of people with 
disabilities, their families and carers in the social, 
cultural, religious, recreational and sporting life 
of the community. 

All Councils and regional library corporations involved have a 
Disability Action Plan. This program will fulfil on various aspects 
of those plans, and linking it to various other plans has helped 
ensure ongoing funding to support it in the coming years. 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
Sensitive Santa is an example of how local libraries are helping 
governments to achieve the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals, particularly Goal 17: Revitalize the global partnership for 
sustainable development.

The International Federation of Library Associations and 
Institutions (IFLA) wrote of Goal 17: “Libraries provide a global 
network of community-based institutions ready to support 
national development plans locally and nationally, and a resource 
for improved decision-making.” 

The Sensitive Santa program is a great example of how libraries 
can partner with the healthcare and advocacy sectors to deliver 
outstanding programming and community engagement around 
disability. These programs go beyond the standard literacy remit 
of the public library sector and achieve a range of objectives of 
interest to local and state governments.
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