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Over the River and Through the Woods… 
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Traveling for a vacation is an opportunity to relax and to get away from the 
day-to-day pressures that we face. However, traveling with one or more 
children can sometimes take away from that relaxing break - let alone 
traveling with one or more children with special needs. Before leaving the 
house, there is always "the list". On the list are things such as diapers, wipes, 
water bottle, change of clothes (hopefully in their current size), snacks, 
medications, wallet (ideally with your ID and money inside), and that is just 
the start!  
 
Oh, and remembering the kids is also a big one. 
 
If you’re going to be somewhere for more than just an hour/afternoon/day, 
“the list” can expand over several pages. And then there is also the list of 
things that can be worried about, questioned and stressed over. To hopefully 
make that list a bit shorter, here are some helpful hints and tips for traveling 
by plane: 
 
When you are going to be flying, remember to book your flight well in 
advance. Then, it can be helpful (but not required) to call the airline and let 
them know you will be traveling with a special needs child/children so they 
can help to make sure you are in the best seats and that your tickets allow 
you to pre-board. After that, there are certain things that can be helpful to 
know, such as the Air Carrier Access Act, or ACAA.  Under the ACAA, 
people with disabilities do not need to tell the airline ahead of time that he or 
she plans on flying unless traveling by stretcher, traveling with an electronic 
wheelchair or other device with special batteries, or if there is a need to 
hook-up equipment to the airline’s oxygen system during flight. 
 
Now that tickets have been purchased, you know where you will be going 
and if there will be any layovers. You can decide when will be best to talk 
with your child(ren) about traveling. Some children need to wait until the 
day before to hear about the travel plans while others will need as much 
preparation time as possible. You can talk about how there will be lots of 
people at the airport and maybe even practice being in a crowded area (like 
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Wal-Mart on a Saturday morning). There will also be the line to check in 
and the line to get through security. If you already know that your child will 
not be able to go through the walk through screener, you can practice gently 
patting down a stuffed animal or doll in preparation for what the TSA agent 
may need to do. Along with the security procedures, there are also safety 
conversations that should take place.   If you are worried about your child 
being a wanderer, there are backpacks for all ages of kids that have a strap 
for an adult can hold on to.  You could also write your phone number on 
their arm and then use a product such as Second Skin (a Band-Aid 
substitute) to cover it so it can’t wash off.  Finally, having each person in 
your travel party wear the same color of shirt can make it easier to spot 
everyone and to see if someone strays away. 
 
As you are getting a carry-on bag ready, don’t forget the headphones!  Also, 
if age and ability appropriate, suckers or gum are great for the take-off and 
landing pressure changes - as are pacifiers, bottles or anything else that can 
be sucked on. Although liquid amounts are limited, snacks that your kiddo 
will eat are good distractions, as are toys. However, when it comes to toys, 
the fewer pieces the better, or else you will be spending the last 20 minutes 
of the flight looking for the lost piece, because if it isn’t found, it will result 
in a meltdown the next time the toy is brought out (and that’s not fun for 
anyone)! 
 
Once you’re at the airport and everyone has made their way to the security 
checkpoint, the next part of the adventure begins. First of all, know that it 
may take a bit longer and that is okay. The people in line behind you can- 
and will wait, so remember to breathe and just do what the TSA agent needs 
you to do. The TSA will screen anyone of the following using alternative 
screening techniques:  
 

1) Anyone who cannot stand with their arms raised at shoulder level for 
5-7 seconds for the scan;  

2) Anyone who is unable to stand without the use of a cane, crutch, 
walker, etc.;  

3) People who use service animals;  
4) People using or carrying oxygen; 
5) Individuals accompanying and providing assistance to those 

individuals.  
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After you have made it through the screening and everyone is done checking 
for their belts and jewelry and phones and their correct shoes, find your way 
to the gate.   
 
When on the airplane, seating choices cannot be made on the basis of a 
disability, except where FAA rules require it. Airline personnel may not ask 
what specific disability the person has, but they can ask questions about a 
person’s ability to perform specific air travel-related functions (such as 
boarding and/or deplaning). It is also a good idea to get a letter from your 
child’s doctor describing your child’s condition since this can be a great 
reinforcer when asking for special accommodations. Additionally, if you are 
the guardian of an adult, bring a copy of the documentation in case there are 
any issues that arise while travelling. 
 
Once in your seats, do what you need to do for your child/children.  If they 
need to carry their special wooden spoon and hold onto it the entire time, 
ignore the glances. If your little one needs to nurse or suck on a pacifier or 
chewy tube the entire time, ignore the comments. If you need to sing a 
certain song 7,284 times, offer to sign autographs. If your child cries 
(regardless of the age), ignore everyone and please don’t feel the need to 
apologize. 
 
In the airport and/or on the airplane, the hope is that people will be 
understanding, patient and kind. Unfortunately, that may not always be the 
case. If at any point in time you feel as though the airline is not following the 
law and discussing the problem with airline personnel has not resolved the 
issue, ask to speak with the Complaints Resolution Official (CRO) who 
should be immediately available. If you are still not satisfied with the 
airline’s response, you may contact the Department of Transportation’s 
consumer protection hotline at 1-800-778-4838 (voice) or 1-800-455-9880 
(TTY). Additionally, the TSA has just launched a brand new helpline for 
individuals with specials needs and calling 1-855-787-2227 prior to heading 
to the airport can help with questions about screening policies, procedures 
and what specifically to expect at the security checkpoint. 
 
Lastly, remember to take breaths both in and out.  Oh, and pictures.  
Definitely take pictures. 
 


