
symphony F A L L  2 0 1 562

I
t wasn’t the kind of concert 
that receives glowing press 
coverage, national recognition, 
or even a sellout crowd, but the 
Pittsburgh Symphony Orches-
tra’s June 27 performance was 
deemed an auspicious success 
by its organizers.

This was the Pittsburgh Symphony’s first 
sensory-friendly performance—a concert 
designed specifically for families affected 
by Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 
which involves, among other things, a hy-
persensitivity to light and sound, as well 

as for those with sensory sensitivities and 
other disabilities. The single event—of 
mostly pops-style pieces including Ros-
sini’s William Tell Overture and Rimsky-
Korsakov’s Flight of the Bumblebee—drew 
$75,000 in funding. Pre-concert materials 
designed to familiarize concertgoers with 
the experience in advance included a story 
about attending performances at Heinz 
Hall, a musical playlist on Spotify, and in-
troductory videos. Some $5,000 worth of 
free tickets were distributed through a va-
riety of support organizations for families 
in need.

Orchestras 
across the 

country are 
meeting a 

pressing 
social need 

with concerts 
customized 
 for people 

 with autism.
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While attendance was a relatively mod-
est 850 patrons, symphony officials noted 
that it was comparable to other arts or-
ganizations’ sensory-friendly events, and 
bad weather may have kept some concert-
goers away. An orchestra spokesman said 
feedback from board, staff members, mu-
sicians, and some 50 volunteers had been 
overwhelmingly positive, and a similar 
event is planned for next year.

The Pittsburgh Symphony is one of a 
growing number of American orchestras 
that have responded to calls from autism 
advocates to provide sensory-friendly 

by Brian WiseSCALE
concerts. Many orchestras see these as a 
way to connect with overlooked segments 
of their communities and become more 
inclusive. The concerts also mirror a 
belief that people with disabilities 
can be better served overall: while 
disabled adults comprise nearly 
12 percent of the U.S. adult 
population, they represent 
just under 7 percent of all 
adults attending perform-
ing arts events, according 
to the National Endow-
ment for the Arts.

At the Pittsburgh 
Symphony Orchestra’s 
June 27 sensory-friendly 
concert, Principal 
Contrabassoon James 
Rodgers and Principal 
Oboe Cynthia Koledo 
DeAlmeida interact with a 
young audience member.
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Seminars and presentations for therapists and educators were part of the Erie 
Chamber Orchestra’s weeklong festival this April focusing on music therapy for 
children with autism. Here, Dr. Martha Summa Chadwick gives a presentation at 
Gannon University entitled “Biomedical Music Techniques and the Brain.” Festival 
events were also presented at the Barber National Institute, a school for children 
with mental disabilities.
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Parents of children on the autism spec-
trum have welcomed these new opportu-
nities because they otherwise shy away 
from public outings for fear that their 
child’s idiosyncratic behaviors—includ-
ing sounds and movements—will be dis-
ruptive. A 2014 review of ten academic 
studies showed that music therapy may 
help children with autism-spectrum disor-
der to improve their skills in social inter-
action and communication. Further, as the 
nonprofit organization Music for Autism 
notes, these concerts can “fill a major psy-
chosocial void, enabling children to enjoy 
enriching activities that are inclusive and 
to experience the joy and power of music 
as a family.”

Shaping Specialized Concerts
To make a performance autism-friendly, 
several aspects of the concert experience 
are modified. House lights are typically 

kept on at 30 to 50 percent of their full 
power, and music is modified to temper 
loud sounds. Concert halls often are set 
up with a quiet area 
adjacent to the lobby 
for audience mem-
bers who are over-
stimulated and need a 
break. Some also set 
aside open space at 
the front of the house, 
where patrons are 
encouraged to move 
about freely as needed. 
Still, guidelines are a 
work in progress, and 
some arts groups have 
grappled with how to 
serve a wide spectrum of people with au-
tism.

“Disability-friendly programming goes 
beyond wheelchair entrances,” says Rob-

ert Accordino, a physician who in 2007 
founded the U.S. branch of the nonprofit 
organization Music for Autism. “Catering 
to these families is in some ways the most 
challenging. It’s not a one-size-fits-all 
model. This challenges us to think differ-
ently.” Music for Autism organizes about 
35 concerts annually in New York, Mary-
land, California, and Texas, using profes-
sional musicians. The organization’s mis-
sion is to enhance quality of life and raise 
public awareness through autism-friendly, 
interactive concerts developed for indi-
viduals with autism and their families. It 
is one of several nonprofits with which arts 
groups have partnered to develop targeted 
programming; other organizations include 
Autism Friendly Spaces and The Musical 
Autist.

“There isn’t a blueprint or a set of guide-
lines that we’ve figured out are best prac-
tices,” says Jessica Swanson, manager of 
the Kennedy Center for the Performing 
Arts’ disability programs. In developing 
programs with the National Symphony 
Orchestra and other constituents, the 
Kennedy Center relies heavily on feed-
back from its patrons and institutional 
partners (the Kennedy Center also works 
with Music for Autism). “We’ve been able 
to identify what families are telling us are 
the most important things,” says Swanson, 
“but not to the degree where we know it 
can’t be any louder than X or any brighter 
than Y.”

Beyond determining how to develop 
sensory-friendly concerts lies a more fun-
damental question of why. Kennedy Cen-

ter officials regard these 
concerts as critical to its 
extensive menu of dis-
ability programs, par-
ticularly as the national 
autism rate climbed 
in 2014 to one in 68 
people, according to 
the Centers for Disease 
Control and Preven-
tion. This reflects a 30 
percent rise in just two 
years, though it is un-
clear exactly how much 
the increase is due to a 

broader definition of ASD and better ef-
forts in diagnosis.

Not surprisingly, orchestras are more 
likely to embrace sensory-friendly con-

“Disability-friendly 
programming goes 
beyond wheelchair 

entrances,” says Robert 
Accordino, a physician 
who founded the U.S. 
branch of Music for 

Autism. “It’s not a one-
size-fits-all model.”
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The Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra’s 
June 27 sensory-friendly concert included 
a customized instrument petting zoo that 
was shaped to the abilities of the audience 
members. The pre-concert activities and 
concert were staffed by 50 volunteers, a 
quarter of whom were specialists donating 
their time to help with activities.
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certs when a musician or staff member has 
a personal commitment to the cause. Hol-
ly Hamilton, a violinist in the National 
Symphony Orchestra who also works with 
Music for Autism, initiated the Kennedy 
Center’s efforts after taking her son, Clark 
Patterson, who has an intellectual disabil-
ity as well as visual and hearing impair-
ments, to her own performances at Wolf 
Trap National Park for the Performing 
Arts in Virginia.

Hamilton recalls how the outdoor am-
phitheater at Wolf Trap allowed Patterson 
to sit in the back and applaud or playfully 
conduct along without causing a distur-
bance. This convinced her that such con-
ditions could be replicated in more tra-
ditional concert venues. She also believes 
that music can have positive behavioral 
effects. “What surprised me is how open 
the kids are to the music,” she says of the 
concerts. “Some of them are nonverbal but 
their eyes light up. You can always get a 
good reaction from them.”

The Kennedy Center launched its sen-
sory-friendly performances in 2012 and 
now presents five such events annually, one 
of which features the NSO. Hamilton also 
takes chamber groups from the National 
Symphony Orchestra to special-education 
schools including the Ivymount School 

in Rockville, Maryland. Swanson, of the 
Kennedy Center, sums up the concerts 
as “no-shushing shows and no-judgment 
zones.”

Held “Rapt” by Orchestras
Perhaps the most extensive autism-friend-
ly orchestra series takes place at the New 
Jersey Symphony Orchestra, which also 
serves a state with the highest reported 
rates of autism, at one in 45 children. The 
New Jersey Symphony launched a series of 
chamber music concerts in 2012 that now 
involves seventeen performances at ten 
partner schools and community centers. 
Last season, it reached 1,600 people across 
two counties, according to Marshell Jones 
Kumahor, the New Jersey Symphony’s vice 
president of education and community en-
gagement. This reflects the orchestra’s mis-
sion to serve the entire state, she says, and 
to develop stronger ties with other arts and 
community groups.

The New Jersey Symphony Orches-
tra’s program started with a request from 
a longtime subscriber who said that her 
autistic son was held “rapt” by the sound 
of an orchestra. After some exploration of 
the topic, the orchestra formed an eleven-
member advisory group to study the is-
sue, and it raised seed money through a 

$15,000 Getty Education and Commu-
nity Investment Grant from the League 
of American Orchestras (funding is now 
provided by the Healthcare Foundation of 
New Jersey and Johnson & Johnson).

Jones Kumahor says the orchestra regu-
larly surveys its audiences through its part-
ner organizations, which include schools 
and learning centers in Newark, Irvington, 
and Montclair, New Jersey. Unlike some 
arts groups, which have focused on the 
most “high-functioning” end of the au-
tism spectrum, Jones Kumahor notes that 
the NJSO has sought “to serve as wide a 
range as possible on the spectrum,” which 
makes for a greater challenge as the lower-
functioning listeners tend to have little or 
no language, greater mental challenges, 
and little awareness of people or social ex-
pectations. So far, 26 out of 53 members 
of the orchestra have given chamber music 
concerts at schools and learning centers as 
part of the program.
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Pennsylvania’s Erie Chamber Orchestra 
held a weeklong festival this April focusing 
on music therapy for children with autism. 
The festival concluded with a concert, led 
by Music Director Matthew Kraemer, at 
Church of the Covenant featuring works 
by Beethoven, Wolf, and Schumann; also 
performing were Martha Summa Chadwick 
and the Slippery Rock University Concert 
Choir, under the direction of Stephen Barr.

New Jersey Symphony Orchestra musicians (left to right) Susan Gellert and Ann 
Kossakowski perform at Eden Autism Services in Princeton, New Jersey.
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Orchestras often consult with occupa-
tional therapists to learn how to structure 
concert formats, yet repertoire for sensory-
friendly concerts often differs little from 
traditional children’s events. “We’ve found 
a little bit of everything to work the best, 
because it gives [listeners] something to 
hold onto,” said Ryan Gardner, a trum-
pet player and coordinator for Music for 
Autism. “Stories have gone really, really 
well. Keeping the communication brief is 
crucial. But it’s also essential that we have 
that communication because without it, it 
doesn’t really give them anything to think 
about.”

Taken as a whole, there’s a considerable 
variety of approaches in autism-friendly 
programming, even as certain param-
eters remain constant. During a tour to 
China in 2013, a group of musicians from 
the Philadelphia Orchestra performed 
for some 20 children with autism at a 
youth center in Shanghai. The Philadel-
phia Inquirer reported on a “version of 
Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ on trumpets and a 
surprisingly inventive ‘Amazing Grace’ by 
a young man whose left hand played piano 
while his right played a battery-powered 
organ.” During the orchestra’s 2014 China 
tour, Philadelphia musicians worked with 
students from the Sound of Angel Salon, 
an orchestra that trains children with au-
tism to engage with their surroundings 
through music. The young musicians also 
performed for an audience that included 
Philadelphia Orchestra Music Director 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin, who conducted 
the students in an impromptu perfor-
mance.

Understanding Neurodiversity
More recently, and on a different scale, 
Gannon University’s Erie Chamber Or-
chestra in Pennsylvania held a weeklong 
festival in April dedicated to music ther-
apy, with a special focus on children with 
autism. The festival featured workshops, 
lectures, and an orchestral concert, “Burden 
of Genius,” led by Erie Chamber Music 
Director Matthew Kraemer and consisting 
of works by composers with neurological 
issues (including Beethoven, Schumann, 
and Hugo Wolf ). Events included therapy 
sessions and in-service presentations for 
therapists/educators at Barber National 
Institute, which is based in Erie and serves 

Some see sensory-
friendly events not simply 
as entertainment but as 

platforms for self-advocacy, 
a notion closely tied to 

neurodiversity—the theory 
that people with autism 
shouldn’t be forced to  
fit into society, but that  

society should change to 
accept them.
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The Kennedy Center launched its sensory-
friendly performances in 2012 and now 
presents five such events annually, one 
of which features the National Symphony 
Orchestra. Empty seats in the concert hall are 
one of the accommodations made, to give 
children with characteristics on the autism 
spectrum greater range of movement.

National Symphony Orchestra violinist 
Holly Hamilton on first experiencing 
sensory-friendly concerts for children with 
autism: “What surprised me is how open 
the kids are to the music. Some of them 
are nonverbal but their eyes light up.”
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people with disabilities; a radio broadcast 
on Erie-based NPR affiliate WQLN; and 
a science-and-music presentation at Gan-
non University. The festival was part of an 
ongoing partnership between ECO and 
the Barber National Institute established 
in 2013.   Elsewhere, the Madison (Wis-
consin) Symphony, New Mexico Phil-
harmonic, Colorado Symphony, and Los 
Angeles Chamber Orchestra are among 

the orchestras to explore autism-friendly 
programming.

Other corners of the classical music field 
have taken notice. The Boston Conserva-
tory in 2014 announced a graduate-level 
music education program dedicated to pro-
viding training in music education and au-
tism, believed to be the first of its kind, and 
leading to a master’s degree and a graduate 
certificate.  And Lincoln Center’s educa-

tion department has commissioned Up 
and Away, its first original work specifically 
for young audiences on the autism spec-
trum, featuring the Trusty Sidekick Theater 
Company. Loosely inspired by Jules Verne’s 
book Around the World in 80 Days, the mu-
sical theater piece had a run of previews in 
the spring and is slated to premiere at Lin-
coln Center’s Clark Studio Theater this fall.

These efforts come at a time when some 
campaigners see sensory-friendly events 
not simply as entertainment but as plat-
forms for self-advocacy, a notion closely 
tied to neurodiversity—the theory that 
people with autism shouldn’t be forced 
to fit into society, but that society should 
change to include and accept them. C. J. 
Shiloh, the director of the Musical Autist 
organization, has gone so far as to describe 
sensory-friendly performances as a form 
of “social justice” for a badly marginalized 
population.

Some parents, however, are simply 
pleased to be out as a family among like-
minded audience members. Attending an 
autism-friendly performance at the New 
Victory Theater in Manhattan in March, 
Lisa Quinones-Fontanez, said she had 
long shied away from taking her nine-
year-old autistic son Norrin to a theater. 
“It’s always been difficult to navigate a 
regular show just because I don’t want to 
disturb other people,” she said. “It can be 
stressful, it can be overwhelming for him.” 
Nearby, a family relaxed in a “calming cor-
ner.” Quinones-Fontanez praised the the-
ater’s presentation—everything from the 
ability to preview seats beforehand to fam-
ily bathrooms, which allow parents and 
children to remain together.

During the New Victory show—by Flip 
FabriQue, a circus company from Que-
bec—children squirmed and giggled at 
the troupe’s slapstick humor, but they were 
also noticeably quiet during high-flying 
aerial routines. Gabriela Cassas, an usher, 
described the atmosphere as less hectic 
than a typical children’s show. “Being in 
an autism-friendly show, the environment 
is a lot safer,” she said. “Everyone is com-
fortable with each other. It’s a much more 
relaxed environment.”  

BRIAN WISE is an editor at WQXR Radio, 

New York’s classical music station. He writes 

about classical music for BBC Music Magazine, 

Listen, and other publications.

During its 2013 China tour, 
Philadelphia Orchestra 
musicians engaged with 
autistic children at the 
Huangpu District Youth 
Science and Technology 
Center in Shanghai. Principal 
Percussion Christopher 
Deviney and Associate 
Principal Timpani Angela 
Zator Nelson worked with 
one student as he tried his 
hand at playing the drums.
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