
Engaging the Autistic Community 
in Envisioning Inclusive Zoo and 

Aquarium Experiences

This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant 
Number # 2116026 - Modeling Zoos and Aquariums as Inclusive Communities of Science: 
Developing a framework of inclusive practices for broadening the participation of autistic individuals.
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Modeling Zoos and Aquariums as Inclusive 
Communities of Science for Autistic Individuals

The project is designed to promote inclusion for autistic individuals 
across the full zoo/aquarium experience including:

   The general visit experience
   Programs, events, exhibits, and the design of learning spaces
   Volunteer, internship, and employment opportunities
 

The project also aims for this work to be institution- and field-wide.
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Modeling Zoos and Aquariums as Inclusive 
Communities of Science for Autistic Individuals

Key project activities: 
• Ongoing research studies;
• A research-informed toolkit for zoo/aquarium practitioners; 
• Community of practice of zoo/aquarium practitioners.

4



Autism Community Study
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Planning Process
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Research Study

How does the autism 
community – including 
autistic individuals, 
family/caregivers and 
representatives/staff from 
advocacy groups -- define 
and think about inclusion in 
zoos/aquariums? 
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• Interviews with Autistic 
Individuals (N=25)
• Listening Sessions with 

Caregivers/Parents (N=25) and 
Members of Advocacy Groups 
(N=5)
• Protocols explored what 

individuals from each group 
envisioned for inclusive 
zoo/aquarium visits, programs, 
hiring processes, employment 



Data Collection
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• Share research questions in advance

• Flexibility and offering alternative methods of 
contributing (e.g., respond in writing, use of 
alternative communication tools) 

•Option for in-person or virtual data collection

•Analyzing readability of materials



Research Information Packet
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Accommodations Menu

10



Recruiting Participants
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• Leveraging relationships with autism advocacy 
organizations

•Community events 

• Social media posts

• Zoo/aquarium websites

• Ensuring access



Instances of Exclusion
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•Applying Trauma Informed Data Collection 
Recommendations
• Reiterating voluntary nature of the interview

• Option for facilitation by an autistic researcher

• Clearly communicating potential risks of research

• Option for a support person to join interview

• Option to turn off camera and take breaks



Study Findings
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Helpful Resources
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•Autism Self-Advocacy Network 
https://autisticadvocacy.org/ 

•Autism CRC Participatory and 
Inclusive Autism Research 
Practice Guide

•Academic Autism Spectrum 
Partnership in Research and 
Education https://aaspire.org/ 

https://autisticadvocacy.org/
https://aaspire.org/


MoZAICS Webpage
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https://www.aza.org/MoZAICS

https://www.aza.org/MoZAICS


PI Kelly Riedinger
kelly.riedinger@oregonstate.edu 
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Questions?

mailto:kelly.riedinger@oregonstate.edu

