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Autism Family
ON-THE-GO 
MEALS
And Gluten- 
Free, Too!

GET-AWAY 
GUIDE
Fun in the sun for you, 
your spouse, the sibs, 
and your ASD child
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Easy
Solutions

Breakthrough 
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Transforming  
learning and  
behavior
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For many people, family vaca-
tions are a rite and a right, 
offer ing the opportunity to 

make memories, have a blast, and 
escape from the chores of everyday 
life. For families with children on 
the autism spectrum, however, tak-
ing a trip can require more work 
than staying home, especially since 
one of autism’s hallmarks is the fe-

rocity with which many kids cling 
to routine. 

Parents afraid to leap outside the 
comfort zone deny themselves and 
all their kids the opportunity to take 
a much-needed break, which is bad 
news, and bad juju, for everyone. 
But with the right combination of 
advance planning and appropriate 
vacation choice, any family can take 

a healthy, green getaway together, 
enjoying each other’s company while 
tending to the particular needs of a 
child with autism.

Escaping f rom the ever yday 
doesn’t mean leaving healthy living 
behind. Many families with chil-
dren on the autism spectrum live 
environmentally friendly lifestyles, 
eliminating toxic cleaning agents and 
unhealthy foods from their homes 
and surroundings because they ex-
acerbate symptoms, and can make 
bad illnesses even worse. Leaving 
such a restricted environment can be 
scary for anyone, but especially for 
a child with autism. Luckily, many 
hotels, tour operators, restaurants, 
and camps cater not only to the needs 

green getaways
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Planning a safe, toxin-free 
summertime escape for your family…
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of kids on the autism spectrum and 
their families, but to the increasing 
number of people who embrace natu-
ral living, and all the health benefits 
it offers. 

Small StepS
The first and usually most fun deci-
sion about vacation is where in the 
world to go! Options are endless and 
can seem overwhelming. If this is 
among the first trips you’ll be tak-
ing with a child who has autism, 
consider how much time away they 
can tolerate. In some instances, it’s 
best to start small. Take a day trip to 
a nearby park or plan a family picnic 
outside, and bring along the healthy 
foods you eat at home. Don’t forget 
to minimize your carbon footprint: 
throw out garbage, and recycle glass, 
plastic and paper materials. Even bet-
ter, bring reusable items to use again 
during the next family outing.

While you’re at the park, go for a 
hike on a well-marked, easy trail—
it’s good exercise and offers kids of 
all stripes the benefits of being close 
to nature. Even if your child is non-
ambulatory, they can be wheeled 
along f lat paths and included in 
this wholesome family activity. The 
trees, dirt, water, and birds you’re 
likely to encounter will be familiar 
to most ASD kids, so they won’t be 
as jarred by an unfamiliar setting or 
over-stimulation.

Bigger StrideS
Sticking with the theme of the great, 
green outdoors, various organiza-
tions offer experiences for children 
with autism that they otherwise 
might avoid. Hidden within these ac-
tivities are therapeutic benefits that 
stimulate special needs kids in the 
same way a theme park might, only 
without horrendous lines, unhealthy 
food, and toxic materials. 

The Equi-Kids Therapeutic Rid-
ing Program in Virginia Beach, VA 
was founded in 1989, and is now one 
of the largest accredited equine rid-
ing programs in the country for the 
special needs community. It offers 

two weeklong camp sessions in the 
summer and private lessons through-
out the year, providing an oppor-
tunity for individuals with various 
disabilities to develop self-awareness 
and self-confidence; improvement in 
concentration and fine motor skills; 
muscle strengthening and stretching; 
and, of course, learning the responsi-
bility of caring for a large animal on a 
daily basis. At The Imus Ranch, I’ve 
witnessed the sense of empowerment 
and confidence that can become a 
part of the healing process for chil-
dren who have continually been told 
they could not do something.

If a trip to the beach is more your 
family’s speed, Surfers for Healing 
holds surf camps geared toward kids 
with autism throughout the year and 
around the country. Former competi-

tive surfer Israel Paskowitz and his 
wife Danielle established the non-
profit organization after noticing the 
respite their son Isaiah, who has au-
tism, felt in the ocean. During the 
daylong excursions, parents remain 
on the beach as experts show their 
kids how to put on a life vest, po-
sition themselves properly on the 
surfboard, and eventually wade into 
the water. Though it may initially be 
scary, the program has a long track 
record of helping children isolated by 
autism connect to something; what’s 
more, the physical activity can be 
a good outlet for their energy. The 
rest of the family can remain nearby, 
enjoying time together at the beach, 
while knowing their loved one is able 
to participate too. 

green lodging
When it comes to lodging, green op-
tions abound. Since 1993, the Green 
Hotels Association has been bringing 
together hotels interested in environ-
mental issues like installing water-
saving equipment, and using cleaning 
agents and personal care products 
that are free of hazardous chemicals. 
Its website (see Find Out More, over-
leaf) lists member hotels in each state, 
along with a list of approved vendors 


No matter how 

meticulously you plan 

ahead, plan for the 

unexpected too—and 

embrace it. 
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SURF SAFARI—Surfing can be a great 
physical outlet for your child. 



and the green, sustainable items they 
supply. Other sites, like I Stay Green 
(see Find Out More) provide a database 
of green hotels around the world.

The possibilities for healthy lodg-
ing are endless, and they are at your 
fingertips. And time away from home 
doesn’t have to be toxic, or terribly 
expensive: some of the most afford-
able hotel chains, like Holiday Inn, 
Hampton Inn, and Best Western (see 
Find Out More) have committed to 
green practices at some of their lo-
cations. Call ahead to ask pertinent 
questions or make special requests. If 
you need a refrigerator in the room to 
stock perishable gluten-free, casein-
free foods, explain your situation to 
the hotel manager and ask them to 
waive any fees. If your child is prone to 
outbursts or sensitive to noise, ask for 
a room at the end of the hall. It lowers 
the probability that you’ll bother the 
people in the room next door, or that 
they’ll bother you. 

Friendly Food
Speaking of food, many kids on the 
autism spectrum eat or avoid certain 
foods because they—and you—func-
tion better as a result, and because 
maintaining a gluten-free, casein-free 
diet is the only way to keep your child 
feeling good, rested, and calm. Parents 
in this situation are used to bringing 
food along to any occasion, and vaca-
tion is no different. Pack in advance 
snacks or entire meals for kids with 
special needs, because the absolute 
last place anybody wants to get sick is 
in a strange location. And remember, 
strange doesn’t have to be exotic—for 
ASD kids, strange means anything 
outside of their normal routine, like a 
snack in unfamiliar packaging.

If the goal of vacation is to get 
away from it all, then “it all” surely 
includes at least one meal at a res-
taurant. Luckily, Gluten-Free Res-
taurants and the Gluten Intolerance 
Group (see Find Out More) offer lists 
of restaurants with gluten-free op-
tions, searchable by zip code. As with 
any aspect of traveling with kids, 
with or without autism, preparation 
is important. Figure out in advance 
where you might want to eat, read 
the menu on the restaurant’s website, 
and call to ask if they’ll make food 
cooked-to-order for people with al-
lergies. This will prevent a stressful 
situation where everybody is fam-
ished and eats the first food in sight; 
plus, planning ahead ensures your 
kids will stick to the same healthy 
diet they follow at home. 

There are countless ways to pre-
pare the entire family for travel with 
a special needs child. No matter how 
meticulously you plan ahead, plan for 
the unexpected too—and embrace it. 
Maintain a sense of humor, perspec-
tive, and compassion at all times, and 
above all, embrace this special time 
with the people you love the most in 
the world. 
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9 healthy snacks  
for a green day Out

	Gluten-free, organic crackers from 
Edward & Sons— my favorite are 
the Vegetable Brown Rice Snaps! 
(www.edwardandsons.com)

	Gluten-free, millet, sourdough 
bagels from Sami’s Bakery are the 
best! I order them by the case and 
store them in the freezer. (www.
samisbakery.com)

	Make a three-bean cold salad using 
black beans, garbanzo beans and 
kidney beans mixed with olive oil, 
balsamic vinegar, and sea salt. Easy 
and nutritious!

	Organic, raw olives—NO PITS!

	 Low-sugar, low-fat organic yogurts. 
Add the fruit to the yogurt yourself, 
rather than buying the kind with 
added sugary syrups.

	Organic almond butter and jam 
sandwiches on millet flax gluten-
free bread from Sami’s Bakery (see 
above). 

	 Pop a sweet potato in the oven, 
and eat as is! The natural flavors  
are delicious, and good for you.

	Organic brown rice spaghetti by 
Tinkyada (www.tinkyada.com) and 
organic tomato sauce, topped off 
with nutritional yeast rather than 
parmesan cheese

	 For some sweetness, try raw, vegan, 
gluten-free chocolate cakes by Hail 
Merry (www.hailmerry.com). Their 
granolas are excellent too!

For more ideas, check out the Power Foods 
section and delicious healthy recipes 
at www.dienviro.org.

Find out more

 Green Hotels Association  
www.greenhotels.com

 I Stay Green www.istaygreen.org

 Holiday Inn www.holidayinn.com

 Hampton Inn www.hamptoninn1.hilton.com

 Best Western www.bestwestern.com

 Gluten-Free Restaurants  
www.gf-restaurants.com 

 Gluten Intolerance Group www.gluten.net


Parents afraid to leap outside the 

comfort zone deny themselves and all 

their kids the opportunity to take a 

much-needed break from it all—and 

that’s bad news.
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