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 Starter Kit
Strategies in Practice

While traveling may offer many exciting opportunities for individuals, social interactions, 
flying on an airplane, and sitting for prolonged periods of time may present some stressful 
or challenging situations for individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or related 
developmental disabilities and their families. Below are tips that may help minimize anxiety 
and resulting behaviors to help individuals to more fully enjoy this unique experience. 

Sensory input during airplane travel might be intense across each step from checking in to 
going through security, waiting for your flight, boarding and taking off, and during the flight. 
Beware of your child’s sensory needs and plan proactively. Have the tools available that 
you have used to prepare for the flight, as using these same tools will assist with a sense of 
stability and predictability while lessening anxiety.

Some adults and/or children might not be familiar with the 
characteristics of ASD. Educating them about the disorder or 
providing even basic insight and information about the disorder 
will help others to better understand and support you and your 
child. (p. 8).

Traveling:
Flying on an Airplane

Prepare in Advance and Practice:

On the Day of the Flight:

Educate Others:

 ¤ Identify and brainstorm potentially reinforcing activities or 
items that may be provided proactively as a distraction or 
as a consequence (e.g., walking down the aisle with hands 
to self; using a quiet voice). Create a choice board and 
select preferred options before the flight (p. 2-3). 

 ¤ Create a social narrative to explain what will 
happen during the plane ride as a way to help 
prepare the individual (p. 9-29). 

 ¤ If your child is nervous to fly, train and practice relaxation techniques that 
could be used during the flight (p. 3). Social narratives and cue cards can 
assist in teaching and reminding about relaxation options. 

 ¤ Plan a list of activities to use on the plane (p. 8). If the individual has challenges with 
voice volumes or being too loud, consider using a voice volume chart to cue the 
appropriate volume (p. 7). 

 ¤ Create a visual schedule for the sequence of events 
(i.e., boarding the plane, listening to the attendants, 
taking out activities, taking off) (p.5-6). Check out 
How-To: Schedules on our website to learn more about different types of schedules and 
their use. 

 ¤ Rehearse any or all activities that may be new or stressful parts of the trip (i.e., trip 
preparations, airport experience or the flight itself).

Drive to 
Airport

Luggage  
Check-in

Airport Security 
Checkup

Wait at the 
Gate

This Individual Has Autism
Have you noticed any behaviors that seem socially unacceptable? Such behaviors are not the 
fault of an individual or his/her family, but rather connected to Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) - a neurological disorder that affects 1-2% of the population. While there is no cure, there 
are ways to support this individual in learning and becoming a part of the community! 

ositive and understanding when seeing unexpected behaviors. Do not reprimand the 
individual or their caretaker.

ware of the disorder and difficulties these individuals may have in different or new situations.

easonable in your expectations of what an individual or his/her family should do to promote 
increased opportunities for inclusion and connections. A supportive word or action can 
brighten their day!

olerant and accepting of differences to help individuals with ASD and families alike. 

Individuals with ASD can be a great addition to any community when given a chance!
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T

You can help as a PART of their support network by being:

 • Act in social settings
 • Communicate needs, especially when 

stressed

 • Cope with sensations in their 
environment, like crowds, lights, or 
noises

Individuals with ASD may have difficulties knowing how to:

www.HANDSinAutism.iupui.edu   |   hands@iupui.edu

Choice Board

My Choice is _____

Snack
ReadWalk down  

the aisle
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Soon we will go on a trip!

Planes can go faster than cars, so we will take 
a plane to get to _______________.

First, we will go to the airport.

We will give some of our bags to the people at the 
airport. They will put them on the plane for us.

We cannot see those bags, when we are on the 
plane because they are kept in a special spot.

Next, we will wait in a line to get to the place 
where our plane is.

We are going far away. It would take a long time 
to drive there.

Flying is Fun!

Sample Social Narrative:

We take off our shoes and put them, jackets, and 
any other bags we have on a special counter. 
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Play a game Read ColorWalk down  
the aisle

Listen to 
Music

Sample Choice Board Options:

Sample Relaxation Techniques:

Watch a 
movie

Snack Play on 
Device

Think about 
something nice

Blow up 
balloons in 

your stomach

Wiggle your 
toes

Make your 
stomach into 

a wall

Hold hands

Hum your 
favorite song 

quietly

Squeeze a 
ball or toy
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My Choice

My Choice

Additional Choice and Blank Schedule Cards:

My Choice

My Choice

My Choice

My Choice

My Choice

My Choice
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My Flight Schedule
Sample Schedule:

Drive to the airport

Board the plane

Check in luggage

Fasten seatbelt

Get off the plane

Go through airport security check

Choice

Choice

Pick up luggage

Wait at the gate

Listen to announcements

Take off

Land

Drive to ____________________

Choice Board

My Choice is _____

Choice Board

My Choice is _____
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Drive to  
Airport

Sample Schedule Options:

Luggage 
Check-in

Snack

Airport  
Security  

Check

Game 
Time

Wait at the 
Gate

Quiet Time

Take Off

Landing

Drive to 
_________

Choice

Luggage  
Pickup

Announcements

Get off the 
Plane

Board the 
Plane

Seatbelt

Bathroom

For sample activity schedules, check Kid’s Corner 
activities on HANDSinAutism.iupui.edu

Choice Board

My Choice is _____
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Sample Voice Chart:
Practice each level ahead of time. Use a clothes pin, Post-It arrow, or similar to mark the current level that the 
individual is at and indicate where the level should be to help monitor if the voice level is too loud or too quiet. For 
more information and the How-To Template, go to HANDSinAutism.iupui.edu



Starter Kit: Flying on an Airplane             HANDSinAutism.iupui.edu

©2016 HANDS in Autism® Interdisciplinary Training and Resource Center. Rev. 2017

Page: 8

This Individual Has Autism Card:

This Individual Has Autism
Have you noticed any behaviors that seem socially unacceptable? Such behaviors are not the 
fault of an individual or his/her family, but rather connected to Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) - a neurological disorder that affects 1-2% of the population. While there is no cure, there 
are ways to support this individual in learning and becoming a part of the community! 

ositive and understanding when seeing unexpected behaviors. Do not reprimand the 
individual or their caretaker.

ware of the disorder and difficulties these individuals may have in different or new situations.

easonable in your expectations of what an individual or his/her family should do to promote 
increased opportunities for inclusion and connections. A supportive word or action can 
brighten their day!

olerant and accepting of differences to help individuals with ASD and families alike. 

Individuals with ASD can be a great addition to any community when given a chance!
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You can help as a PART of their support network by being:

 • Act in social settings
 • Communicate needs, especially when 

stressed

 • Cope with sensations in their 
environment, like crowds, lights, or 
noises

Individuals with ASD may have difficulties knowing how to:
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You can help as a PART of their support network by being:

 • Act in social settings
 • Communicate needs, especially when 
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 • Cope with sensations in their 
environment, like crowds, lights, or 
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Individuals with ASD may have difficulties knowing how to:
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You can help as a PART of their support network by being:

 • Act in social settings
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A common situation that many parents or caregivers face is when their child with ASD is engaging in repetitive 
behaviors or even having a moment of misbehavior in a community setting. Parents/caregivers may hear negative 
comments or even be asked to leave the location. To help staff and other travelers understand what may be going on 
with your child, carry a set of cards in your wallet and share as needed. 

Potential Activities:

 ¤ Magnetic games: Easy to play and to 
pack.

 ¤ Card games
 ¤ Learning activities: You can find a lot 

of learning activities on the HANDS in 
Autism® website that you can use on 
the plane!

 ¤ Coloring books and pencils or crayons
 ¤ Blank paper for drawing or doodling

 ¤ I Spy games: Download them from the 
HANDS in Autism® website or you can 
even use the In-Flight magazines

 ¤ Miniature toys
 ¤ Play-Doh
 ¤ Stickers and sticker books
 ¤ Finger puppets
 ¤ Koosh ball to play catch
 ¤ Bubble wrap for sensory needs
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Soon we will go on a trip!

Planes can go faster than cars, so we will take 
a plane to get to _______________.

First, we will go to the airport.

We will give some of our bags to the people at the 
airport. They will put them on the plane for us.

We cannot see those bags, when we are on the 
plane because they are kept in a special spot.

Next, we will wait in a line to get to the place 
where our plane will be when it is time to go.

We are going far away. It would take a long time 
to drive there.

Flying is Fun!

Sample Social Narrative:

We take off our shoes and put our shoes, 
jackets, and any other bags we have on a 
special counter. 
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We also check that we do not have anything metal in 
our pockets, like coins. If we have them, we need to put 
them with our bags.

We wait until it is time to get on the plane.

The bags and shoes will go through a machine, 
and we will get them back in a few minutes.

We will need to raise our hands. The machine will 
rotate and make noise, but it is OK. It only takes a few 
seconds.

________________ will tell me when it is time 
to get on the plane.

We will all walk through a special door. Sometimes we have 
to step into a special machine that will take our picture. 

Next, we walk to a the gate where there are many 
options for sitting.  I will sit with my family. 

We will scan our tickets and will walk with 
______________________ down a long hallway onto 
the plane.

__________ will show me which seats we will sit in.
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Then, it drives very fast and goes up into the air - 
we are flying!

I can tell ________________________________ and they 
will help me feel better.

I will buckle my seat belt, so I am safe.

While the plane goes up, I will feel like I am leaning back 
on my seat. That is OK!

After a few minutes, the plane will be straight again. 
We will fly for _______________hours.

When it is time, the plane backs up and drives to a 
special airplane road.

Sometimes my ears will feel funny when we go up. That 
is OK!

While we fly, I can eat and play, but I need to stay 
in my seat most of the time.

Some people want to sleep, so I will try to stay quiet.

Choice Board

My Choice is _____

Snack

ReadWalk down  
the aisle
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The plane will start to lean forward and will go 
towards the ground.

We will walk to get the rest of our bags and then 
drive to ____________________________________.

Sometimes, it can be bumpy when we fly. I will 
remember that sometimes it is bumpy when we 
drive too. That is OK!

When we land, the plane is going fast. It may feel 
like a bump in the road, while it slows down and 
drives us to the airport.

Soon, it will be time for the plane to land.

When _________________________ tell me it is time, 
we will get out of the plane.

I can do a good job flying on a plane!
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Soon we will go on a trip!

Flying is Fun!
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Planes can go faster than cars, 
so we will take a plane to get to 
_______________.

We are going far away. It would take a 
long time to drive there.
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First, we will go to the airport.

We will give some of our bags to the 
people at the airport. They will put 
them on the plane for us.
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We cannot see those bags, when we 
are on the plane because they are kept 
in a special spot.

Next, we will wait in a line to get to the 
place where our plane will be when it 
is time to go.
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We take off our shoes and put our 
shoes, jackets, and any other bags we 
have on a special counter. 

We also check that we do not have 
anything metal in our pockets, like 
coins. If we have them, we need to put 
them with our bags.
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The bags and shoes will go through a 
machine, and we will get them back in a 
few minutes.

We will all walk through a special 
door. Sometimes we have to step into 
a special machine that will take our 
picture. 
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We will need to raise our hands. 
The machine will rotate and make 
noise, but it is OK. It only takes a few 
seconds.

Next, we walk to the gate where there 
are many options for sitting.  I will sit 
with my family. 
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We wait until it is time to get on the plane.

________________ will tell me when it is 
time to get on the plane.
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We will scan our tickets and will walk 
with ______________________ down a 
long hallway onto the plane.

__________ will show me which seats 
we will sit in.
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I will buckle my seat belt, so I am safe.

When it is time, the plane backs up and 
drives to a special airplane road.
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Then, it drives very fast and goes up 
into the air - we are flying!

While the plane goes up, I will feel like I 
am leaning back on my seat. That is OK!
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I can tell ___________________________
_____ and they will help me feel better.

Sometimes my ears will feel funny 
when we go up. That is OK!
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After a few minutes, the plane will 
be straight again. We will fly for 
_______________hours.

While we fly, I can eat and play, but I 
need to stay in my seat most of the time.

Choice Board

My Choice is _____

Snack
ReadWalk down  

the aisle
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Some people want to sleep, so I will try 
to stay quiet.

Sometimes, it can be bumpy when we 
fly. I will remember that sometimes it is 
bumpy when we drive too. That is OK!
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The plane will start to lean forward and 
will go towards the ground.

Soon, it will be time for the plane to 
land.
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When we land, the plane is going fast. 
It may feel like a bump in the road, 
while it slows down and drives us to 
the airport.

When _________________________ 
tell me it is time, we will get out of the 
plane.
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We will walk to get the rest 
of our bags and then drive to 
____________________.

I can do a good job flying 
on a plane!


