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Airport practice tours
ground flying anxieties
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Every parent knows that flying with children can be
unsettling. For children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
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the experience can be traumatizing for them and their

November 2013

families as well as for other passengers, airport workers, and
the flight crew. Many families avoid air travel altogether
because of concerns about how their child might react to the
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Navigating Autism with MSP is conducted one Saturday each
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month at the MSP International Airport. The program includes
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several events, each designed for children with ASD and their
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families, to reinforce the idea that the airport is a fun place.
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“Navigating Autism with MSP is designed to familiarize
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participants with every step of the air travel process, from
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parking their vehicle at the airport to buckling their seatbelt
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on a plane,” says Shelly Lopez, MAC administrative
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supervisor. “Children with autism who are familiar with the
sights, sounds, and spaces at the airport are more likely to
respond well to actual plane trips.”
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Before families head to the airport, they read a social story
explaining step by step what they will see and do at the
airport and on a plane. They also receive a gift bag that
includes sensory toys, a children’s book, and giveaways from
the airport.
Representatives from airlines (including a Delta Air Lines
pilot), Transportation Security Administration, and Airport
Foundation MSP join with Fraser and AuSM staff members in
assisting families during the practice tour.
Families come to the airport, undergo security screening, find
their gate, scan their tickets, and board a plane. Once the
families are safely buckled in their seats, a Delta
representative makes an announcement to replicate an actual
flight and remains on board to answer questions.
The tour also includes opportunities to visit the children’s play
area and observation deck, ride the airport tram, shop, and
purchase a meal at an airport restaurant. The visit concludes
in the baggage claim area.
“The anticipation and anxiety a parent may have about their
child with autism traveling can be significant, and this
program offers an opportunity for a trial run,” says Chris
Bentley, director at Fraser. “Families are paired with Travelers
Assistance volunteers who have proven to be friendly and
helpful, making the experience positive.”
A recent CARF International survey report noted, “This unique
training program provides a great benefit to persons served
and their families and has heightened the awareness of the
needs of persons with ASD with the general public and, in
particular, the airline industry.”
One parent who participated in Navigating Autism with MSP
adds, “We have four children, including three with autism.
They really enjoyed the tour, learned new things, and had a
blast. My children’s anxiety levels about airport security are
much more manageable now, having had this experience.”
“The more people understand autism, the better equipped
they are to accommodate the needs of travelers with autism,”
Lopez concludes. “Our goal, ultimately, is to make air travel a
viable option for more people with autism and their families.”
Below: Participating in the Navigating Autism with MSP
program, youngsters discover that the airport is a fun place.
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For more information about Navigating Autism with MSP, visit
the Fraser website at www.fraser.org or contact Chris
Bentley, director, at Chris.Bentley@Fraser.org.
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