Flying on Airplanes — ALL AGES (5-18 YEARS)

CHILDHOOD (5-10 YEARS)

Executive Summary

Airport chaos, security lines, takeoff roar, and ear pressure pain overwhelm autistic

children ages 5-10. Parents succeed by calling airlines 72 hours ahead for priority boarding

and quiet seats away from bathrooms, packing full sensory kits, and reviewing laminated

visual schedules daily. Chewy tubes or gum (check allergies/intolerances first) relieve ear

pressure—practice at home. Parents narrate every step while modeling calm breathing.

Goal: Complete first flight with under 10 minutes total distress through systematic

preparation.
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CRITICAL DISCLAIMER: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

This guide provides practical tools for parents traveling with autistic children. It is not

medical, legal, or therapeutic advice. Always consult healthcare professionals for

individual health needs, medication decisions, or clinical recommendations.

SECTION 1: Core Skills Checklist

Wait

minutes with strangers nearby

Can Your
Skill What It Means Child Do ||Practice If Needed
It?
Wear noise-canceling Practice during car rides, TV
Headphone . .
headphones 20+ minutes Yes / No time, or loud household
Tolerance i s
continuously activities
Chew gum or chewy tube during Test during car trips with
Ear Pressure .
Relief pressure changes Yes/No |elevation changes or home
elie
(takeoff/landing) practice
Visual Follow laminated schedule Ves /N Review schedule twice daily
es/No
Schedule Use ||steps without major protest for 5 days before travel
Security Line ||Stand calmly in line for 10+ Practice grocery store or
Yes / No

bank lines with fidget toy




Can Your
Skill What It Means Child Do ||Practice If Needed
It?
Airplane Sit buckled in seat for 30+ Ves /N Extended car trips with
es/No
Seatbelt minutes without unbuckling positive reinforcement

Readiness Guide: 4-5 Yes answers = Ready to book flight. 2-3 Yes = Practice 1 additional
week. Fewer than 2 = Consider train/bus for first trip.

SECTION 2: Context / Principles

Children ages 5-10 experience airports as total sensory assault—unpredictable noise,
crowds, movement, smells hit simultaneously. Visual schedules create predictability in
chaos. Priority boarding prevents line meltdowns. Autistic children excel with patterns and
routines—leverage this strength. Parents serve as calm anchors: steady voice and deep
breathing signal safety to child's nervous system. Every transition (security~>gate,
boarding~>takeoff) needs 30-second narration. Chew gum prevents ear pain crises—test
acceptance early.

SECTION 3: Sensory Profile Checklist

Sound sensitivities: Airport loudspeaker announcements, airplane engine roar
(takeoff/landing), security alarm beeps, boarding zone chimes, crowded gate chatter.
Crowd sensitivities: Long security lines with strangers brushing close, unpredictable
passenger movements, congested gate waiting areas.

Tactile sensitivities: Tight seatbelts squeezing waist/hips, security pat-downs or wanding,
cramped airplane seats pressing against legs, clothing tags rubbing during confinement.
Movement sensitivities: Sudden takeoff acceleration pushing body into seatback,
turbulence bumps/shakes, altitude pressure changes squeezing eardrums painfully.
Smell sensitivities: Airplane bathroom chemical odors, food service cart smells wafting
down aisle, mixed passenger perfumes/body odors.

SECTION 4: Sensory Hacks for Parents

Apply headphones before terminal entry—keep on through security and boarding. Offer
chewy tube or gum (allergy/intolerance check required) at every pressure change. Place
weighted lap pad (plane seat-sized) on child's legs during turbulence for calming deep
pressure. Hold hand firmly through all crowds while narrating: "We stay right together." Pre-
boarding secures window seat away from bathroom; position backpack to block aisle
space. Bring familiar home-scented blanket for comfort smell.



SECTION 5: Pre-Flight Airline Call Script (Copy & Paste)

"Hello, I'm calling to arrange accommodations for my child with autism on Flight [NUMBER]
departing [DATE] from [CITY] to [CITY]. My child has sensory processing differences and
reacts strongly to loud noises, crowds, and pressure changes. Could you please arrange
priority boarding so we can settle before other passengers board? We'd also like seats
away from the galley area and bathrooms for maximum quiet. Can you notify the gate
agents and TSA Cares about our needs? Thank you for helping make travel smoother."

SECTION 6: Complete Packing List

Category Essential ltems

Noise-canceling headphones, chewy tubes (for ear pressure + oral
Sensory Tools |linput), weighted lap pad (fits airplane seat), fidget spinner, stress ball,
tangle toy

Favorite stuffed animal, blanket from home (provides familiar scent),
Comfort Items . .
complete familiar outfit (no new scratchy tags)

Nut butter packets (nut allergy warning), cheese sticks (dairy intolerance
Food/Hydration|\warning), empty collapsible water bottle (fill after security), sugar-free
gum (allergy check)

. iPad/tablet with 3-5 movies downloaded (no WiFi needed), coloring book
Entertainment
+ crayons, small puzzle book

Laminated visual schedule, sensory needs summary card for staff,
Documents . . . T .
child's photo ID (if required), medication/allergy list

E Complete change of clothes, all medications, children's pain reliever
mergenc
gency (drug interaction warning), motion sickness remedy (doctor approved)

Parent Note: Use clear backpack for quick TSA screening. Test child's acceptance of every
item 1 week before travel.

SECTION 7: Laminated Visual Schedule (Print with Pictures)

Review together morning and evening for 5 days pre-flight.



Time ||Activity What Happens Next Parent Narration

6:30 Protein breakfast |[|Cheese + crackers + water "Big fuel—no tummy crashes

AM at home (dairy warning) during flight"

7:00 . . . "30-minute ride with favorite
Drive to airport Headphones ready in car

AM song"

7:30 Park + enter . "Big building but we're

. Hold parent's hand tight

AM terminal together"

8:00 Check bags at Give suitcase to counter "Quick stop then we keep

AM counter person going"

8:15 o "Safe metal door walk-
Security line Shoes off, backpack on belt

AM through"

8:30 ) . "Sit with headphones, quiet
Gate area Snack time + fidget play

AM toys OK"

9:00 . . .

AM Priority boarding ||Board plane first "We settle before the crowd"

9:15 . "Chew gum for ears, squeeze
Takeoff Fastroll then lift up

AM hand"

10:00 - : o :

AM Cruising altitude |Watch movie with seatbelt "Safe in the clouds now"

11:30 . .

AM Landing prep Chew gum again for ears "Down we go—almost done"

12:00 |[Exit plane + get "Great job team! Recovery

Head home for rest .
PM bags time"

SECTION 8: Parent Scripts During Key Moments (Copy & Paste)

Security Line Script: "First we take off shoes and put your backpack on the conveyor belt.
Then we walk together through a metal door that might beep a little—that's normal and

safe, everyone does it. Mommy/Daddy holds your hand the whole time. Ready? Deep

breath in together... and out. You're doing such a strong job!"




Takeoff Script: "The plane rolls very fast down the runway like a race car, then lifts up
gently into the sky. Your ears might feel funny from the air pressure change—that's normal.
Chew this gum slowly and squeeze my hand tight. The pilot flies this safely every day. Let's
count to 20 together—1, 2, 3... done!"

Turbulence Script: "The plane bumps through thick clouds like a car driving on a dirt road
with potholes. The pilot knows exactly what to do—he flies through these every day. Put
your lap pad on your legs for heavy safe feeling. iPad Paw Patrol episode ready. This is our
bumpy cloud adventure!"

Bathroom Line Script: "We wait our turn just like school lunch line. You've waited in lines
before and handled them strong. Take 5 slow deep breaths while we stand. You've got this
skill!"

SECTION 9: Food Timing & Biomedical Preparation (Educational)

48 hours before flight: Maintain consistent sleep schedule. Consider doctor-approved
magnesium glycinate evening dose (drug interaction warning) for nervous system support.
Morning of travel: High-protein breakfast (eggs, cheese [dairy warning], nut butter [nut
warning]) 90 minutes before airport arrival prevents mid-flight blood sugar crashes.
Airport: Fill water bottle immediately after security—cabin air causes dehydration that
worsens all sensory issues.

During flight: Offer protein snack every 90 minutes (cheese stick [dairy warning], nut butter
packet [nut warning]). Avoid sugary airplane snacks.

SECTION 10: Biomedical Considerations Table (EDUCATIONAL)

Possible Biomedical Professional Evaluation
Problem Common Symptoms

Factors Steps
Crying while clutching ||Eustachian tube Pediatric ENT evaluation;
Severe Ear . . . )
Pai ears during dysfunction (common in||may discuss
ain
takeoff/landing autism) decongestants or ear tubes
Nervous system Pediatrician assesses

Pre-Flight |Refusalto leave home, L
i ] hypersensitivity, sleep |sleep patterns; may
Anxiety poor sleep night before . . .
dysregulation discuss melatonin support

Mid-Flight |Distress escalates Blood sugar instability, ||Nutrition consultation for
Meltdown |despite sensorytools |dehydration travel meal planning




Problem Common Symptoms

Possible Biomedical Professional Evaluation
Factors Steps

Post-Flight |Cold/flu symptoms 2-3
Illness days after travel

Stress-lowered Discuss hydration
immunity from sensory |protocols, immune support
overload with doctor

All treatment decisions require input from licensed healthcare provider.

SECTION 11: Meltdown Recovery Protocol

1.

2.

6.

7.

Immediately: Place noise-canceling headphones on child—no talking yet

Next: Offer chewy tube or gum (allergy check) for oral input + ear relief

Follow: Apply deep pressure (hug or weighted lap pad on legs/shoulders)
Relocate: Move to galley area or airplane bathroom (ask flight attendant first)
Breathe: Guide deep breathing together: "In nose for 4... out mouth for 4... good"
Fuel: Offer protein snack (cheese [dairy warning]) + water sip—no negotiation

Wait: Minimum 15-20 minutes recovery time before reassessing

For severe distress: Request gate-checked early landing assistance if available through

airline special services.

SECTION 12: Post-Flight Parent Reflection Tracker

Question Rating/Notes

Child's anxiety level before flight (1-10)

Child's anxiety level during flight (1-10)

Most helpful sensory tool/strategy

One strategy to improve for next flight

Child's own words about the experience

Parent confidence for next trip (1-10)

Complete after every flight segment. Track progress over multiple trips.

SECTION 13: Crisis Scenarios




Scenario: Security Alarm Beep Meltdown

Problem: Metal detector wand beeps loudly, child covers ears and screams.

Immediate Actions: "Normal beep—happens everyone. Headphones now." Step to quiet
corner post-security. Offer chewy tube. 5 deep breaths together. Wait 2 minutes. Retest
calmly when breathing normalizes.

Parent Script: "The beep just means we try again. Safe and quick. Good job breathing
through it."

Scenario: Turbulence Terror

Problem: Plane bumps cause panic, tears, or bolting attempt.

Immediate Actions: Lap pad immediately on legs. iPad distraction queued to Paw Patrol.
Protein snack offered. "Cloud bumps only—pilot expert."

Parent Script: "Heavy lap pad feels safe. Pilot flies bumps daily. Snack helps too."

SECTION 14: Milestones & Celebrations

Achievement Celebration Suggestion

Completes security without incident Special airport treat after security

Successfully chews through takeoff/landing||Favorite protein snack served on plane

Full flight with <10 minutes total distress New small sensory toy upon landing

Completes second flight even smoother Family park outing or ice cream when home

Progress Note: Celebrate effort over perfection. One smooth flight followed by harder one
remains progress.



TWEENS (10-14 YEARS)
Executive Summary

Autistic tweens ages 10-14 endure intense social scrutiny from strangers, prolonged seat
confinement, and executive function stress from flight delays. Parents secure bulkhead
seats for legroom/bathroom access, preload FlightAware app for status control, and
prepare laminated self-advocacy cards. Tween leads simple tasks (app checks, card use)
with parent backup. Weighted blanket calms confinement anxiety. Goal: Tween
independently manages personal space requests and 30+ minute delays.

CRITICAL DISCLAIMER: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

Practical strategies for parents traveling with tweens. Not medical advice. Consult
healthcare professionals for individual needs.

SECTION 1: Core Skills Checklist

. Can Tween .
Skill What It Means Practice Method
Do It?
) Role-play with family
Self-Advocacy Card |Show card requesting space |[Yes/ No . .
strangers
. Check flight status/delays Practice with sample
FlightAware App . Yes / No . .
independently flights daily
Ear Pressure Chew gum at correct times Ves /N Car rides with gum
es/No
Management automatically routine
Bathroom Line Wait patiently with deep Ves /N Practice timed home
es/No
Coping breathing waits
Handle 30+ minute gate Prepare backup
Delay Tolerance Yes / No
delays calmly games/snacks

SECTION 2: Context / Principles

Tweens crave independence but social anxiety peaks around strangers. Self-advocacy
cards normalize needs without embarrassment. Bulkhead seating dramatically reduces
confinement meltdowns. FlightAware app shifts tween from chaos victim to status master.
Parents prompt rather than narrate: "Time for app check?" rather than "Flight delayed 20
minutes." Tween pattern recognition excels with apps and schedules.



SECTION 3: Sensory Profile Checklist

Social Anxiety: Strangers sitting too close invading space, bathroom line waits requiring
eye contact, peer/family "act normal" pressure.

Confinement Anxiety: Cramped seats for 2-4 hours with no escape, inability to pace or
stretch legs.

Executive Function: Remembering medications/timing, tracking constantly changing flight
status, managing carry-on organization.

Sound: Overhead announcements interrupting games/music, food cart rattles down aisle.

SECTION 4: Sensory Hacks

Book bulkhead seats (extra legroom, easy bathroom access). Download FlightAware Pro—
tween owns all status checks. AirPods create "do not disturb" privacy bubble. Weighted
blanket (plane seat-sized) over lap during cruising altitude. Parent prompts rather than
directs: "Card ready if neighbor gets close?" Use pre-planned bathroom breaks before lines
form.

SECTION 5: Pre-Flight Airline Call Script (Copy & Paste)

"Hello, my 12-year-old with autism spectrum disorder flies on Flight [NUMBER] [DATE] from
[CITY] to [CITY]. Requesting bulkhead seating for extra legroom and easy bathroom access
due to sensory processing challenges. My tween needs priority boarding and gate agent
notification for crowd avoidance. Can you note these accommodations? Thank you."

SECTION 6: Packing List

Category Items

Laminated card: "l have autism. Need headphones and personal space
Self-Advocacy
please. Thank you!"

FlightAware app downloaded, portable phone charger, AirPods (backup

Technology i
pair)

Comfort Weighted blanket (plane seat size), neck pillow for takeoff/landing

. ||Protein bars, beef jerky (label check), nuts (nut allergy warning),
Food/Hydration
electrolyte packets

Entertainment |[Nintendo Switch (2 fully charged games), tablet with downloaded books




Category Items

Medications Weekly pill organizer in tween's backpack, current med list

SECTION 7: Scripts & Parent Prompts

Personal Space Script (Parent prompt: "Show your card?"): "Excuse me, | have autism and
need some personal space please. My headphones help me stay calm—thank you for
understanding."

Flight Delay Script: "FlightAware shows 30-minute delay. Good news—we packed extra
snacks and your Switch has two fresh games. Which do you want to start first?"

Bathroom Line Script: "Same as school lunch line. Take 5 deep breaths—you've mastered
this before. Strong patience skills."

SECTION 8: Food Timing & Biomedical Prep (Educational)

Evening before: Magnesium glycinate or melatonin (doctor/drug warning) for sleep
regulation.

Flight morning: High protein/fat breakfast (eggs, avocado, bacon—no sugar crash foods).
Mid-flight: Electrolyte packets in water (cabin dehydration intense). Protein bar every 90
minutes.

SECTION 9: Biomedical Considerations Table (EDUCATIONAL)

Problem Symptoms Biomedical Factors Professional Steps

Social Anxiety Freezing from Puberty hormones + sensory |[Therapy coping

Shutdown stranger stares overload strategies discussion

Dehydration Mood swings after . Electrolyte protocols
T . Extreme cabin air dryness .

Irritability 90 minutes with doctor

Confinement Urgent need to Vestibular/proprioceptive OT sensory

Panic pace/stretch input needs movement strategies

SECTION 10: Meltdown Recovery & Crisis Scenarios

Recovery Steps: 1) AirPods + favorite playlistimmediately 2) Request galley walk (flight
attendant permission) 3) Weighted blanket lap coverage 4) Protein bar + water 5)
FlightAware status check: "We land at exactly [time]"



Delay Meltdown: 1-hour unexpected wait. Parent: Pull up FlightAware together, queue
Switch game, offer protein. "We came prepared for exactly this."

SECTION 11: Milestones & Celebrations

Achievement Celebration

Successfully uses advocacy card Extra Switch gaming session
Handles flight delay independently Tween picks next snack

Full trip with minimal parent intervention||Chosen family outing




TEENS (14-18 YEARS)
Executive Summary

Teens ages 14-18 fly for college visits, jobs, family trips—requiring full independence with
parent oversight for complex coordination. Bulkhead or aisle seats ensure legroom.
FlightAware mastery provides control. Weekly medication organizers prevent lapses.
Special solo travel section included. Goal: Teen manages 100% of routine flight logistics
independently.

CRITICAL DISCLAIMER: EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

Practical independence tools for teens/parents. Not medical advice—consult
professionals.

SECTION 1: Core Skills Checklist

Can Teen |Practice
Skill What It Means
Do It? Needed?
Solo Security Handle ID, liquids bag, shoes Ves /N Full airport
es/No
Screening independently rehearsal run
L FlightAware changes, 15-minute Timed airport
Gate Navigation Yes / No i
walks between gates practice walks
Medication Self- . L Establish 7-day
Weekly organizer + refill timing Yes / No .
Management home routine
Natural Self- Request space/accommodations Ves /N Role-play realistic
es/No
Advocacy conversationally scenarios

SECTION 2: Context / Principles

College/work transitions demand airport independence. Parents handle
insurance/specialist coordination only—teen owns routine logistics. FlightAware app
converts chaos to data. Medication boxes externalize executive function perfectly
matching autistic detail strengths. Natural conversational advocacy replaces cards (too
childish for this age).

SECTION 3: Sensory Profile

Personal Space: Strangers invading territory, bathroom privacy challenges.
Executive Function: Medication timing, gate changes, carry-on organization under stress.



Social: Peer judgment about "weird" coping strategies.
Physical: 4-hour sitting tolerance, dehydration fatigue, cabin pressure effects.

SECTION 4: Sensory & Independence Hacks

AirPods create "do not disturb" bubble. Compression socks maintain leg circulation. Eye
mask blocks cabin light for rest. FlightAware Pro notifications prevent gate sprinting stress.
Weekly med box lives in backpack permanently.

SECTION 5: Pre-Flight Airline Script (Copy & Paste)

"Hello, my 16-year-old needs bulkhead or aisle seating on Flight [NUMBER] [DATE] due to
sensory processing needs and legroom requirements for college travel. Please notify gate
agents for priority boarding accommodation. Thank you."

SECTION 6: Solo Teen Flying Protocols

Parent Preparation (Under Age 15): Book Unaccompanied Minor service ($150 fee).
Provide photo emergency contact card. Pack 48-hour medication extra. Share real-time
location.

Teen Protocols: Text parent at security clearance, gate arrival, boarding, wheels-up,
wheels-down, baggage claim. Carry 3 backup contact numbers.

Arrival Protocols: Pre-arrange pickup person with photo. Share exact flight tracking link.
Text "landed safe" immediately.

SECTION 7: Packing List & Scripts

Essentials: Weekly med organizer, college info packet, emergency contacts card, AirPods,
portable charger, FlightAware Pro, compression socks, eye mask, protein shakes (label
check), RXBars, electrolyte packets.

Natural Scripts: "Headphones mean do not disturb bubble—thanks for understanding."
"Sensitive to bright lights—mind dimming overhead?" "Need moment to process gate
change—will catch up."

SECTION 8: Biomedical Preparation (Educational)

Night before: Full sleep cycle, magnesium glycinate (drug warning).
Morning: Electrolytes + B-vitamins (label warnings). High-protein shake.
Mid-flight: Protein + hydration prevents blood sugar crashes.

SECTION 9: Biomedical Table (EDUCATIONAL)



Problem Symptoms Factors Steps
Executive Forgotten meds, missed |Cognitive

. Weekly med box system
Fatigue gates overload
Dehydration Afternoon mood/energy L

Cabin air Electrolyte protocol

Crash drop

. . Avoidance of airport Transition Conversational advocacy
Social Anxiety ||, . .

interactions stress practice

SECTION 10: Milestones

Achievement

Celebration

First solo security screening

Dinner of choice

Handles full gate change independently

New AirPods case

Completes college visit flight cycle

Weekend privilege

Science-grounded autism family support

Educational resource only—not medical advice. This guide offers practical strategies but

substitutes no professional care. Consult healthcare providers, pediatricians, therapists

for:

Health concerns or symptoms

¢ Medication decisions (starting/stopping/changing doses)

¢ Diagnosis or treatment recommendations

e Behavioral or sensory processing concerns

¢ Supplement protocols (magnesium, melatonin, vitamins—all require doctor

approval)

¢ Emergency situations

Every autistic individual differs. Adapt all strategies to your child's specific sensory

profile, medical needs, and preferences. What works for one child causes meltdown for

another.

Key Resources:




e TSA Cares: 855-787-2227 (72 hours advance notice)

e Airline Special Assistance Desks (call 72 hours ahead)
e Autism Speaks Airport Travel Toolkit

e State autism societies and Medicaid travel support

e Local occupational therapy for sensory preparation

e Pediatric ENT for recurrent ear pressure issues

Travel success builds independence—one smooth flight at a time. Your preparation makes
it possible.
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