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AUTISM-RELATED WANDERING: 

KEEPING OUR KIDS SAFE 
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introduction | video 



au#sm-‐related	  wandering	  



	  
	  

wandering | defined 

When	  a	  person,	  who	  requires	  some	  level	  of	  supervision	  to	  be	  safe,	  leaves	  a	  
supervised,	  safe	  space	  and/or	  the	  care	  of	  a	  responsible	  person	  and	  is	  
exposed	  to	  poten:al	  dangers	  such	  as	  traffic,	  open	  water	  (drowning),	  falling	  
from	  a	  high	  place,	  weather	  (hypothermia,	  heat	  stroke,	  dehydra:on)	  or	  
unintended	  encounters	  with	  poten:ally	  predatory	  strangers.	  	  
	  
Wandering	  is	  also	  referred	  to	  as:	  
	  
•  Elopement	  
•  Bol:ng	  
•  Fleeing	  
•  Running	  (Some:mes	  you’ll	  hear,	  “My	  son	  is	  a	  runner.”)	  
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•  Behaviors	  can	  begin	  early	  on,	  but	  may	  seem	  insignificant.	  
	  
•  A	  child	  may	  wander	  from	  one	  classroom	  to	  another,	  inside	  a	  public	  seLng,	  

or	  from	  room	  to	  room	  within	  a	  home	  without	  responding	  to	  his/her	  name.	  
	  

•  Wandering	  behaviors	  can	  occur	  in	  those	  who	  have	  not	  shown	  tendencies	  	  
in	  the	  past.	  

	  

Wandering	  behaviors	  may	  show	  early	  on:	  

wandering | basics 
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•  During	  warmer	  months	  
•  During	  holidays	  such	  as	  Mother’s	  Day,	  Memorial	  Day,	  Father’s	  Day,	  Fourth	  

of	  July,	  	  Labor	  Day,	  and	  other	  warm-‐climate	  holidays	  
•  During	  family	  gatherings,	  other	  gatherings,	  or	  outdoor	  ac:vi:es	  
•  Camping	  &	  hiking	  ou:ngs	  
•  Visits	  to	  non-‐home	  seLngs,	  such	  as	  a	  friend’s	  home	  or	  vaca:on	  seLng	  
•  Aier	  a	  family	  moves	  to	  a	  new	  home	  
•  When	  adjustments	  have	  been	  made	  to	  a	  home	  to	  accommodate	  warmer	  

weather,	  especially	  window	  screens,	  window	  fan	  units,	  A/C	  units	  and	  screen	  
doors.	  

•  During	  classroom	  transi:ons	  from	  one	  classroom	  to	  another,	  or	  during	  
other	  transi:ons.	  

•  During	  :mes	  of	  stress	  or	  when	  escala:on	  triggers	  arise	  (typically	  the	  child/
adult	  will	  bolt)	  

	  	  

•  	  	  

Based	  On	  NAA’s	  Monitoring	  Of	  Missing	  Person	  Cases,	  Au#sm-‐related	  
Wandering	  Incidents	  Happen	  Most:	  

wandering | data 
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What	  We	  O^en	  Hear:	  	  
 
“My	  house	  is	  like	  Fort	  Knox.”	  
	  
“It’s	  Alcatraz	  at	  our	  house.”	  
	  
“Our	  house	  is	  a	  fortress.”	  
	  
“We	  lock	  down	  our	  windows	  have	  keyed	  locks	  on	  both	  sides	  of	  the	  door.”	  
	  
“It’s	  a	  fire	  hazard,	  but	  my	  child	  would	  more	  likely	  get	  hit	  by	  a	  car.”	  
	  
“I	  can	  never	  die.”	  
	  
“I	  have	  to	  live	  just	  one	  day	  longer	  than	  my	  son.”	  
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Au#sm	  Wandering/Elopement	  Stories	  
	  
“Any	  advice	  or	  help	  you	  can	  offer	  would	  be	  gratefully	  received.	  My	  son	  is	  11	  
and	  has	  been	  running	  all	  his	  life.	  Our	  house	  is	  usually	  locked	  down	  and	  a	  
complete	  fire	  hazard	  with	  all	  windows	  and	  doors	  locked.	  	  
	  
We	  didn't	  realize	  he	  had	  gone	  un9l	  the	  police	  arrived.	  He	  knows	  to	  keep	  quiet	  
and	  we	  just	  didn't	  hear	  him	  go.	  He	  was	  trying	  again	  last	  night,	  shaking	  the	  
front	  door	  in	  frustra9on	  at	  2am	  shou9ng	  'where's	  the	  key.”	  	  	  
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Au#sm	  Wandering/Elopement:	  Stories	  
	  
I	  have	  an	  au9s9c	  grandson	  who	  wanders	  off	  at	  every	  chance.	  He	  has	  twice	  
been	  pulled	  from	  a	  body	  of	  water	  in	  Florida.	  He	  has	  been	  picked	  up	  
wandering	  in	  the	  street	  more	  than	  once.	  He	  has	  no	  understanding	  of	  the	  
dangers	  of	  traffic	  or	  strangers.	  
-‐-‐-‐	  
I	  lost	  valuable	  9me	  with	  my	  other	  child,	  not	  to	  men9on	  many	  heartaches	  in	  
parking	  lots	  and	  public	  parks.	  Oh	  yes,	  there's	  that	  s5gma	  of	  the	  harness	  for	  
her	  safety	  and	  my	  sanity.	  
-‐-‐-‐	  
I	  am	  a	  paraeducator	  at	  the	  elementary	  level,	  and	  see	  this	  a	  lot!	  
	  -‐-‐-‐	  
My	  son	  has	  wandered	  at	  airports,	  on	  ferries,	  in	  hotels,	  it's	  terrifying.	  He	  waits	  
un5l	  your	  a:en5on	  is	  elsewhere	  for	  a	  moment,	  then	  he's	  gone.	  
  
 
	  

	  

	  	  
	  
 

effects on family 



	  
Comments	  from	  a	  parent:	  
	  
“His	  main	  s:mulus	  for	  eloping	  is	  to	  go	  see	  dogs,	  even	  though	  we	  have	  a	  
service	  dog	  for	  him.”	  	  	  
	  
“Our	  house	  is	  a	  fortress:	  punch	  keycode	  locks	  (double-‐sided)	  on	  all	  the	  doors,	  
windows	  bolted	  from	  opening	  too	  far,	  fence	  in	  the	  backyard	  faces	  in	  so	  he	  
can't	  climb	  it,	  etc.	  	  His	  latest	  episode	  was	  actually	  picking	  (not	  learning	  the	  
keycode)	  the	  lock	  with	  a	  knife	  to	  escape!”	  	  
	  
“Being	  a	  14	  year	  old,	  who	  is	  very	  tall	  for	  his	  age,	  our	  fear	  is	  that	  he	  will	  enter	  
the	  wrong	  house	  pursuing	  dogs	  and	  become	  seriously	  injured.” 	  
	  
“My	  son	  has	  wandered	  at	  airports,	  on	  ferries,	  in	  hotels,	  it's	  terrifying.	  He	  waits	  
un:l	  your	  aVen:on	  is	  elsewhere	  for	  a	  moment,	  then	  he's	  gone.”	  	  
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case study 
	  

Case	  Study:	  Extraordinary	  non-‐lethal	  outcome	  
	  
•  Robbie	  Wood	  –	  Age	  8	  
•  Hanover	  County,	  VA	  
•  October	  	  2011	  
•  Found	  alive	  nearly	  six	  days	  aier	  	  	  

he	  wandered	  away	  from	  his	  family	  	  
in	  a	  wooded	  park.	  	  	  

•  Found	  in	  a	  	  fetal	  posi:on	  in	  quarry	  
•  Suffered	  minor	  injuries	  
•  Project	  Lifesaver	  was	  available,	  but	  	  

Robbie	  was	  not	  enrolled.	  
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Case	  Study:	  Found	  Safe	  
	  	  
•  ScoVy	  Meyer	  –	  Age	  5	  
•  PrescoV,	  WI	  
•  July,	  2012	  
•  Slipped	  away	  from	  home	  during	  a	  

moment	  of	  distrac:on	  
•  Found	  alive	  by	  a	  volunteer	  searcher	  the	  

next	  day	  near	  railroad	  tracks	  and	  a	  river	  
•  Project	  Lifesaver	  was	  available,	  but	  	  

Sco:y	  was	  not	  enrolled.	  
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Case	  Study:	  Extraordinary	  Non-‐Lethal	  Outcome	  
	  
•  Joshua	  Robb	  –	  Age	  8	  
•  San	  Bernardino	  County,	  CA	  
•  September	  	  2011	  
•  Squeezed	  	  through	  	  the	  	  metal	  	  bars	  	  of	  	  	  his	  	  	  

school	  	  playground	  	  and	  	  ran	  into	  	  a	  	  nearby	  	  	  
forest.	  	  	  

•  Missing	  overnight	  during	  lightning	  storms.	  
•  Dehydra:on	  	  was	  	  noted.	  	  	  
•  The	  boy’s	  favorite	  music	  was	  played	  to	  draw	  him	  to	  safety.	  
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•  Go	  to	  AWAARE.org	  –	  our	  site	  dedicated	  to	  au:sm-‐related	  wandering	  

•  Teach	  Your	  Child	  About	  Wandering	  Dangers:	  dangers	  of	  traffic,	  water,	  and	  
encounters	  with	  strangers;	  how	  to	  respond	  if	  they	  find	  themselves	  alone	  
or	  lost.	  Use	  lingo	  they	  respond	  to,	  favorite	  characters,	  props,	  visual	  
prompts	  if	  needed	  
	  

•  Home	  Security	  is	  a	  Must.	  Install	  secure	  dead	  bolt	  locks;	  Install	  a	  home	  
security	  alarm	  system;	  Place	  hook	  and	  eye	  locks	  on	  all	  doors	  above	  child’s	  
reach;	  Fence	  yard;	  Safeguard	  pools	  –	  self-‐latching	  gates,	  mo:on	  sensors;	  
Use	  Baby	  monitor;	  Get	  inexpensive	  (but	  very	  effec:ve)	  door	  chimes	  	  
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Understand	  and	  Avoid	  Triggers:	  
	  
•  What	  type	  of	  wandering	  best	  describes	  your	  child?	  
•  What	  triggers	  may	  cause	  your	  child	  to	  flee?	  
•  Work	  on	  calming/de-‐escala:on	  methods	  to	  help	  your	  child	  cope	  

with	  triggers	  and	  provide	  alterna:ves	  to	  running/fleeing	  
•  Address	  known	  triggers	  with	  other	  caregivers	  and	  advocate	  for	  	  

de-‐escala:on	  techniques	  to	  be	  implemented	  in	  all	  seLngs	  
•  Understand	  your	  child’s	  goal	  –	  water,	  trains,	  park,	  favorite	  food,	  

etc.	  	  	  
•  Allow	  safe	  explora:on	  of	  obsessions	  in	  supervised,	  safe	  

environment	  
•  Document	  specific	  fascina:ons	  and	  share	  with	  first-‐responders,	  

school	  staff,	  family,	  neighbors,	  etc.	  
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Develop	  a	  Family	  Wandering	  Emergency	  Plan	  
	  
•  Download	  a	  Family	  Wandering	  Emergency	  Plan	  (FWEP)	  at	  AWAARE.org	  
•  Designate	  an	  emergency	  point	  person	  to	  help	  contact	  neighbors,	  police,	  

and	  assist	  in	  making	  arrangements	  for	  other	  children,	  provide	  them	  with	  
copy	  of	  your	  FWEP	  

•  List	  the	  places	  your	  child	  may	  be	  likely	  to	  go,	  and	  areas	  of	  poten:al	  
danger	  

•  Assign	  “search	  angels”	  with	  designated	  loca:ons	  
•  Keep	  phone	  numbers	  for	  “search	  angels”,	  law	  enforcement,	  Na:onal	  

Center	  for	  Missing	  &	  Exploited	  Children	  and	  local	  media	  on	  hand	  
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Talk	  with	  Local	  First	  Responders	  
	  
Providing	  key	  informa9on	  before	  an	  incident	  occurs	  may	  improve	  
response	  
	  
•  Download	  a	  First	  Responder	  Alert	  Form	  at	  AWAARE.org	  
•  Provide	  name	  of	  your	  child,	  current	  photo,	  physical	  descrip:on	  
•  Provide	  complete	  contact	  informa:on	  for	  all	  caregivers	  
•  List	  favorite	  places	  or	  aVrac:ons,	  include	  map	  with	  dangerous	  

loca:ons	  highlighted	  
•  Note	  likes,	  dislikes	  fears,	  triggers	  and	  de-‐escala:on	  techniques	  
•  Explain	  your	  child’s	  method	  of	  communica:on	  if	  non-‐verbal,	  ability	  

to	  respond	  to	  his/her	  name	  
•  Provide	  a	  copy	  of	  NAA’s	  Big	  Red	  Safety	  Toolkit	  for	  First	  Responders	  
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Preven#on	  at	  school,	  camp,	  other	  seEngs:	  
	  
•  Ask	  what	  protocols	  are	  in	  place	  to	  prevent	  and	  respond	  to	  

wandering	  incidents	  and	  other	  emergencies	  
•  Periodically	  ask	  teachers,	  aides,	  counselors,	  school	  administrators,	  

residen:al	  caretaker,	  etc.	  if	  your	  child	  has	  wandered	  
•  “Has	  my	  child	  ever	  wandered	  outside	  school	  building?”	  
•  “Has	  my	  child	  ever	  fled	  from	  a	  teacher	  or	  been	  lei	  unaVended	  

during	  transi:ons?”	  
•  Take	  a	  tour	  of	  the	  school/facility	  and	  note	  possible	  areas	  of	  concern,	  

ask	  for	  each	  area	  to	  be	  addressed	  
•  Write	  a	  leVer	  reques:ng	  that	  you	  immediately	  be	  informed	  of	  any	  

wandering	  incident,	  preven:on	  and	  response	  protocols	  –	  include	  
this	  informa:on	  in	  IEP	  

•  Consider	  asking	  physician	  about	  wandering	  diagnosis	  code	  V40.31	  
(Wandering	  in	  Diseases	  Classified	  Elsewhere)	  went	  into	  effect	  in	  
October	  2011.	  
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Sample	  IEP	  Leier	  available	  at	  AWAARE.org:	  
	  
	  
My	  child,	  Alyssa	  aVends	  XXX	  School	  and	  has	  a	  diagnosis	  of	  au:sm.	  She	  is	  prone	  to	  wandering,	  
elopement	  and	  fleeing	  incidents.	  	  Aly’s	  sense	  of	  danger	  is	  impaired	  and	  all	  measures	  must	  be	  
taken	  to	  ensure	  her	  safety.	  	  
	  
Due	  to	  Aly’s	  tendency	  to	  wander,	  she	  requires	  constant	  one-‐on-‐one	  adult	  supervision	  and	  
should	  never	  be	  allowed	  to	  independently	  transi#on	  to	  or	  from	  any	  school	  seEng.	  	  
	  
Aly	  wears	  a	  Project	  Lifesaver	  bracelet	  that	  emits	  a	  unique	  radio	  signal	  once	  per	  second.	  Should	  Aly	  
wander	  from	  adult	  supervision,	  the	  Fire	  Department	  should	  be	  called	  IMMEDIATELY	  to	  respond	  
with	  receiving	  equipment	  that	  can	  locate	  Aly’s	  wristband.	  School	  staff	  is	  not	  to	  delay	  in	  contac:ng	  
the	  Fire	  Department	  in	  an	  aVempt	  to	  locate	  Aly	  on	  their	  own.	  
	  
We	  require	  immediate	  parental	  no#fica#on	  at	  [phone	  #]	  of	  ANY	  wandering	  incident,	  including	  
incidents	  where	  Aly	  may	  have	  wandered	  unsupervised	  within	  the	  school	  building.	  All	  incidents	  
must	  be	  documented	  in	  wri#ng	  including	  when	  and	  how	  the	  occurrence	  took	  place	  so	  that	  
appropriate	  preven:on	  methods	  can	  be	  developed	  and	  implemented.	  	  
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prevention resources 



CAREGIVER	  CHECKLIST	  
I	  Have	  Secured	  My	  Home	  (Adequate	  Locks,	  Hook	  &	  Eye	  Chains,	  Inexpensive	  Door	  Chimes,	  Stop	  Signs	  on	  all	  doors/windows/
gates,	  Pools	  &	  Neighbors’	  Pools	  secured,	  Home	  Security	  System	  if	  able,	  Baby	  Monitors,	  Fenced	  Yard	  if	  able)	  
I’ve	  Iden#fied	  Reasons	  Why	  My	  Child	  Wanders/Bolts	  &	  Am	  Teaching	  My	  Child	  About	  Dangers	  and	  Ways	  to	  Stay	  Safe	  
I	  Have	  Enrolled	  My	  Child	  Into	  Swimming	  Lessons	  (YMCA	  lis9ng	  of	  special-‐needs	  lessons	  @	  na9onalau9sm.org)	  
I	  Have	  Looked	  Into	  Tracking	  Devices	  (projectlifesaver.org;	  safetynetbylojack.com)	  
I	  Have	  Alerted	  My	  Trusted	  Neighbors	  (neighbor-‐no9fica9on	  sheets	  at	  awaare.org)	  
I	  Have	  Alerted	  My	  Local	  First	  Responders	  About	  My	  Child,	  Nearby	  Water	  Sources,	  &	  Reverse	  911	  (free	  for	  law	  enforcement	  
-‐-‐	  achildismissing.org;	  first-‐responder	  forms	  at	  awaare.org)	  
I	  Have	  Talked	  To	  My	  Child’s	  Doctor	  About	  the	  Wandering	  Diagnos:c	  Code	  V40.31	  (use	  code	  only	  if	  necessary)	  
I	  Have	  Obtained	  A	  Wearable	  ID	  For	  My	  Child	  That	  Contains	  All	  Of	  My	  Contact	  Informa:on	  	  
I	  Have	  Completed	  My	  Family	  Wandering	  Emergency	  Plan	  (available	  at	  awaare.org)	  
I	  Will	  Ini#ate	  A	  “Tag,	  You’re	  It”	  System	  During	  Family	  Gatherings,	  Commo:on,	  Transi:ons	  	  
I	  Will	  Monitor	  Any	  Changes	  In	  My	  Home’s	  Security,	  Especially	  When	  Warmer	  Weather	  Or	  Seasonal	  Transi:ons	  Affect	  My	  
Home’s	  Layout	  (Windows,	  Screen	  Doors/Windows,	  Window	  Units)	  

I	  Will	  Remain	  On	  High	  Alert	  Aier	  Moving	  To	  A	  New	  Home,	  On	  Holidays,	  Vaca:ons,	  During	  Outdoor	  Ac:vi:es	  &	  Visits	  To	  
Friends/Family’s	  Homes,	  Public	  Places,	  Parks,	  Other	  Non-‐Home	  SeLngs	  
I	  Have	  Addressed	  Wandering	  At	  School,	  Summer	  Camp,	  and	  Other	  External	  SeLngs	  
I	  Con#nue	  To	  Reassess	  As	  My	  Child	  Grows	  and/or	  Learns	  New	  Ways	  To	  Possibly	  Exit	  
I	  Con#nue	  To	  Document	  Ac:ons	  Taken	  To	  Protect	  My	  Loved	  One	  

prevention resources 



incident	  response	  



ü Stay	  calm	  
ü Call	  911	  
ü Implement	  your	  FWEP	  

incident response 



incident response 

SEARCH 
WATER 
FIRST 



first responder resources 



T*2$(!G4*(?!
EDQ!J&;&m/%$!

p*28O$7!_bd_!

resources 



p&:*%&1!G$&(7#!W!
F$)7.$!Y./6$1/%$)!

pTJCT!
!

0/))/%;@/6)A7*0!

($)*.(7$)!



incident response 
	  
This	  informa5on	  is	  taken	  from	  a	  direc5ve	  developed	  by	  the	  Na5onal	  Center	  
for	  Missing	  and	  Exploited	  Children	  (NCMEC)	  with	  the	  assistance	  of	  the	  
Na5onal	  Au5sm	  Associa5on	  (NAA)	  
	  
•  TREAT	  EACH	  CASE	  AS	  CRITICAL	  
•  If	  child	  has	  a	  tracking	  device,	  immediately	  dispatch	  personnel	  with	  

receiving	  equipment	  to	  last	  known	  loca:on	  
•  Immediately	  dispatch	  personnel	  to	  search	  and	  stand-‐by	  any	  nearby	  

bodies	  of	  water	  
•  Iden:fy	  and	  dispatch	  personnel	  to	  other	  hazards	  in	  the	  area	  and	  known	  

areas	  of	  interest	  for	  the	  child	  
•  U:lize	  Reverse	  9-‐1-‐1	  program	  to	  alert	  the	  local	  community	  via	  a	  rapid-‐

response	  neighborhood	  telephone	  alert	  system.	  	  
•  Establish	  containment	  of	  any	  suspected	  routes	  the	  child	  may	  take	  
•  For	  missing	  children	  that	  do	  not	  meet	  requirements	  for	  an	  Amber	  Alert,	  

consider	  issuing	  an	  Endangered	  Missing	  Alert	  



incident response 
	  
•  Children	  will	  some:mes	  seek	  out	  small,	  :ght	  spaces.	  	  	  
•  Avoid	  known	  triggers.	  If	  child	  fears	  loud	  noises	  or	  dogs,	  consider	  this	  during	  

your	  search.	  Children	  with	  au:sm	  may	  some:mes	  avoid	  search	  team	  
members	  because	  of	  their	  fears.	  

•  Use	  “favorite	  things”	  to	  airact	  child	  in	  hiding	  or	  to	  engage	  child	  when	  
found.	  Does	  the	  child	  like	  Winnie	  the	  Pooh?	  PLAY	  AUDIO.	  Does	  the	  child	  have	  
a	  favorite	  song	  or	  phrase?	  PLAY	  OR	  SAY	  IT.	  Favorite	  food?	  SAY	  IT.	  “Time	  to	  
get	  ice	  cream!” 	  

•  Each	  child	  with	  au:sm	  is	  different	  -‐	  are	  they	  aVracted	  to	  anything	  unique?	  
Train	  Tracks?	  Park	  swings?	  Museum?	  	  

•  Night-‐:me	  can	  be	  used	  to	  project	  lights,	  paVerns,	  or	  favorite	  visuals	  that	  may	  
draw	  in	  a	  child	  with	  au:sm.	  	  

•  Our	  kids	  can	  survive	  out	  there	  a	  long	  :me.	  	  Don’t	  give	  up	  too	  soon!	  
	  
•  Listen	  to	  the	  parents.	  They	  have	  cri:cal	  informa:on	  that	  could	  help	  find	  the	  

child…	  
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first responder resources 

•  NCMEC,	  TEAM	  ADAM	  
1.800.THE.LOST	  |	  missingkids.com	  

•  Reverse	  9-‐1-‐1	  –	  A	  Child	  Is	  Missing	  
Geo-‐targeted	  Local	  Phone	  Alerts;	  Free	  to	  Law	  Enforcement	  
AChildIsMissing.org	  |	  Contact	  Claudia	  Corrigan	  |	  Phone:	  	  954.763.1288	  |	  
E-‐mail:	  	  ClaudiaC@achildismissing.org	  

•  Project	  Lifesaver	  
Chief	  Gene	  Saunders	  |	  projectlifesaver.org	  

•  Take	  Me	  Home	  Database	  So^ware;	  Free	  to	  Law	  Enforcement	  
You	  enter	  detailed	  informa:on	  on	  individuals	  at	  risk	  in	  the	  community.	  
Can	  be	  searched	  by	  name	  or	  descrip:on.	  	  	  
Contact	  Officer	  Jimmy	  Donohoe	  at	  850.436.5416	  or	  at	  
jdonohoe@ci.pensacola.fl.us	  
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Ques:ons?	  

VISIT	  US	  ONLINE:	  
www.Na:onalAu:sm.org	  
www.AWAARE.org	  
	  
CONTACT	  US:	  
e-‐mail:	  naa@na:onalau:sm.org	  
phone:	  877-‐622-‐2884	  


