
Script for iPads, Apps and Kids With Autism (Teens too) 
 

Slide 1: 
Why did we feel it important to focus on apps for people with autism in this presentation?  
Apps have made a difference in the lives of many groups, but not the way they have with 
this one. iPads and apps are having a profound, life changing impact on people with this 
disorder; so much so that we felt we had to let you know about it.  
 
Slide 2:  
 Before you can understand the benefits of iPads and apps for this population, you need to 
have an idea of the features of autism.  Here are just a few. 
 Many people with autism: 

• Are visual thinkers (and benefit from visual supports) 
• Have difficulties with social communication 
• May be nonverbal or have little expressive language 
• Have trouble generalizing (applying knowledge learned in one setting to another 

setting)  
• Need predictability and routine 
• Have sensory processing issues 
• May have fine motor and coordination difficulties 

 
Slide 3:  
There are features of the iPad and of the apps that have been developed for these kids that 
address all of the aspects of autism I just mentioned as well as many others.  Here are 
some examples: 

• There are Apps that provide visual supports (examples: visual timers, PECS 
images (picture exchange communication systems) and apps to create visual 
schedules) 

• There are Apps with social stories and that teach social skills  
• Apps give a voice to the voiceless (and replace cumbersome or very expensive 

assistive technology). The most well known of these is Proloquo2go. It’s 
expensive by app standards (over $200) and you probably wouldn’t buy it for 
your library, but this app has changed lives, and is actually a lot cheaper than the 
technology it replaces. 

• Many apps are customizable so they can use pictures and information from the 
child’s life, so they are specific to that child. 

• Apps are the same every time, unlike teachers, therapists and parents. Later on I’ll 
tell you more about why this feature is important. 

• There are apps (like Doodle buddy) that can substitute for tactilely offensive 
crafts 

• The touchscreen is accessible for kids with fine motor problems & there is no 
need to move eyes from keyboard to screen. 
  

The resources on your handout will show you how to find apps that address these issues 
and many more.  In fact, Autism Apps by Touch Autism, found on the iTunes store, lists 
apps for people with autism in 30 distinct categories.  



Slide 4: 
Academics have begun to try to document the value of apps for people with autism in a 
number of studies.  
The 2010 University of Toronto study was the first of its kind: 
Conducted by Assistant Professor Rhonda McEwen (from the Institute of 
Communication Culture and Information), it introduced iPads to 12 Toronto nonverbal 
elementary school children with autism, over a period of six months. 
Findings: Nine of the 12 showed mild to significant improvement in their overall 
communication skills after using the iPads.  
Two videos on your resource sheet feature this study, the 60 Minutes segment and a 
video prepared by Dr. McEwen. 
 
A 2013 Study funded by the organization Autism Speaks: 
Used speech-generating apps to encourage children with minimal speech to talk.  
Findings: Children who used these iPad apps developed more spoken language than ones 
exposed to other interventions.  
 
2010 Study at Oakstone Academy, Ohio:  
This was LSTA grant-funded, and conducted by a school librarian.  Looked at three 
groups: middle school age, high school age and 18-21 year olds still in high school, all at 
least four grade levels behind in reading comprehension. 
Findings: All groups showed more than 20% increase in comprehension when reading 
eBooks on iPads vs traditional print books 
 
Slide 5: 
Here’s a quote from the Autism Society of America: “Each day, the Autism Society’s 
information and referral department gets calls from people who have heard about some of 
the communication and educational benefits of iPads for individuals living with autism. 
Many have shown interest in investing in an iPad, but the effect on one’s wallet is a huge 
consideration.” 
From autism-society.org, March 5, 2012  
 
Slide 6:  
Acknowledging the need, a number of autism organizations are giving iPads to families 
or grants to help them buy one.  Autism Speaks sponsors one of these iPad giveaway 
programs. In 2012, they gave away 831 iPads, loaded with autism-appropriate apps. But, 
they received more than 10,000 applications.  
 
Slide 7:  
These are two of the children who received iPads through the giveaway.  Their parents 
said: “Leila[‘s]… language and articulation has improved as well as her fine motor 
skills.  Also she will read "books" on the iPad although she has never been interested in 
regular books.  Leila has also learned some basic math, on her own, just from using some 
of the apps…”      
Owen… it helped him to calm down in stressful situations, it has taught him so much 
language as well!” 



Slide 8:  
Very nice for Leila and Owen and the other 829 winners; but what about all of the kids 
who didn’t get iPads, and the families who didn’t even know to apply?  Hopefully they 
have libraries (us) to help them and to make these apps available to them.   
 
Libraries can make iPads and apps available for those who don’t have access, and can 
also support families who do have this technology at home.  Here are some things 
libraries have done or could do: 
 
Slide 9:   
Barbara Klipper was part of the Youth Services staff at the Ferguson Library in Stamford, 
CT 2012, when they wrote a grant proposal to a local bank foundation.  Called “Closing 
the App gap”, the aim of the grant was to provide iPads and apps at the library for 
children in the community who didn’t have access. As a result of the grant, iPads loaded 
with apps are now available for public use in the children’s room and for use in 
programming.  The grant proposal specified that the iPads purchased would include apps 
that are beneficial for use by or with kids with autism.  
 
Slide 10:  
These links go to lists created by two libraries, one in Farmingdale, New York, the other 
in Bedford, Massachusetts.  Similar to the annotated booklists we all create, they serve 
the same purpose, to guide parents to quality resources for their children.  
 
Slide 11:  
You can easily create a handout or a brochure that provides criteria for evaluating apps 
for kids with autism. Take a look at Barbara Klipper’s article in the June 2013 issue of 
American Libraries for evaluation criteria and other information you might want to 
include in a brochure. (She is happy to have you use anything she’s written, just attribute 
her piece as the source). 
 
Slide 12: 
Invite parents to your program room and demo some cool autism-friendly apps.  There 
are lots ideas in the lists I’ve mentioned, Barbara’s article and the review sources on your 
handout. Let the parents share some of their favorites too.  
 
Slide 13: 
Digital Sensory Storytime was designed by librarian Amy Price, who has worked since 
2001 at Oakstone Academy, a private school in central Ohio serving students with autism 
and their non-disabled peers; ages 12 months to 22 years. In 2010 Amy was awarded an 
LSTA grant by the State Library of Ohio to study and implement a school-wide iPad 
project.  I mentioned her study earlier in this talk.  
The digital sensory storytime program uses ebooks on an iPad in a storytime for kids with 
autism. 
Amy has produced a five-part video tutorial about digital sensory storytime. The url is on 
your handout.             



Part two details the program, but there is lots of other great information about working 
with kids with autism in the other videos and her resource list. 
 
Slide 14: 
In the beginning of this talk I pointed out how some apps address specific features of 
autism, but I didn’t mention eBooks then. So, why are eBooks so good for kids with 
autism?  
 

• Kids with autism have language processing problems 
• Humans reading out loud vary their tone, pitch and speed. This may not bother us, 

but the input is hard to process for someone with autism 
• “Speech” in eBooks is consistent in tone, pitch and speed, so they are easier for 

these kids to process 
• Audio alone isn’t enough.  The read-to-me, audio and highlighted text features in 

some eBooks all aid in comprehension 
(Thanks to Amy Price, and the support she received from the State Library of Ohio and 
Oakstone Academy for this information) 
 
Slide 15: 
These apps, which aren’t mentioned in Barbara’s American Libraries article, are for use 
with older kids with autism.   
Ruby Cube apps 
You might not want to use this app to teach reading to a typically developing child, but 
the Ruby Cube apps stories have a different purpose; to teach, in the words of the 
developer “social communication, social cognition, critical thinking and narrative skills” 
to upper elementary aged children with autism.  Each Ruby Cube app consists of an 
interactive story, and the reader gets to choose the socially appropriate response to 
several situations encountered by the protagonist.    
Put it Away 
This app shows different rooms with items out of place.  The user drags and drops the 
objects into their proper locations. It’s fun (at least for a compulsive neatnik like Barbara) 
and educational for a child or teen learning activities of daily living.  It’s also good for 
eliciting language and labeling objects. The app can be customized with photos of real 
rooms, so kids don’t have to generalize from sample rooms to their own homes.  
 
Slide 16: 
Barbara thanks Tess for covering for her regrets not being able to present herself. 
 
Slide 17:  
A brief ad for Barbara’s book (note to Tess: I’ll try to have discount coupons available 
for the program.  Bookmarks with info about the book at the very least)   
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 


