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Mobility device for Children with Autism spectrum disorder – A Fact sheet 
The wheelchair service can provide buggies and wheelchairs (Mobility Device) for children who have significant difficulties with movement and mobility. Autistic children and young people may have no obvious physical difficulty, but carers may request a Mobility Device because a child who no longer fits comfortably in a standard buggy:  
· Runs away, unaware of potential danger
· Refuses to walk, when moving quickly is essential for safety 
· Has little or no awareness of danger.
We recognise Autistic children have additional challenges and stressors, e.g. they may not understand instructions, perceive danger, or be able to let their carers know about their fears or needs, and they may have sensory differences that result in ‘sensory overload’ or increased need for movement such as running. We also recognise that children with additional support needs including autism do not necessarily need a specialist buggy or wheelchair. 
We always want to consider the best interests of the child, and the least restrictive options. A specialist buggy or wheelchair is a medical device. Where children are physically able to walk, the best advice is to encourage walking. 
The ‘Top Tips’ in this fact sheet have been provided by a range of parents, carers and professionals with many years of experience in supporting children and young people with complex additional support needs, including autism. Parents or carers are asked to commit wholeheartedly to trying them, at length, because they have been shown to work. After implementing these, if its still agreed that having a mobility device is safer than not having one, provision can be considered.
Children’s development
It is usual for young children to:
· get tired and protest or refuse, when asked to walk
· show big, loud emotions if they can’t do what they want
· run or move in risky or unpredictable ways
· have limited awareness of danger
· need a parent or other adult to keep them safe.
These challenges can and should be managed by adults understanding the child’s perspective and changing their approach.  They do not need a specialist buggy or wheelchair.
Potential complications of using a buggy or wheelchair
For older and larger children there are safety considerations, including the risk of a buggy tipping if they move a lot, or try to climb in or out. Children over 4 years old are likely to be offered a wheelchair from Wheelchair Service, as these are often more stable and durable. The smallest wheelchairs are often lighter and more compact than larger/specialist buggies. 
Excessive or prolonged use of a mobility device when there are no significant mobility difficulties may create other challenges, including 
· reduced cardio-vascular fitness, 
· reduced muscle strength, and stamina 
· greater delays in developing movement skills, including whole body movement awareness and co-ordination
· Reduced opportunities to self-regulate through physically moving, including away from unpleasant sensations
It is important to think about lifelong fitness. Professionals in wheelchair services notice autistic adults who are using wheelchairs a lot may increasingly struggle with physical fitness. 
For many reasons, autistic children may resist change, so it is really helpful to establish the habit of walking short distances, to frequently visited places, early on. 
Benefits of walking:
· Walking alongside a parent or caregiver provides rich opportunities for quality attention, connection, communication and learning.
· Learning to stay safe around traffic, other people, animals etc, through parent’s modelling
· Releases ‘happy hormones’ for regulation in children and adults
· Increases opportunities to develop motor skills, like balance and co-ordination.
· Increases muscle strength and stamina
Top tips
Lots of playful practice holding hands, staying close and responding to adult signals to stop in safe places like indoors, garden or fenced play park. Adult must be relaxed, to ensure its genuinely fun for the child e.g. play a “dance and freeze” game 
Plan ahead - leave extra time, and have a plan for what you’ll do when child wants to stop, sit and return home.
Think of every walking journey as a sequence of steps or activities for your child to touch, listen, look, smell or taste. For example, sing songs to prepare and during, carry something (twigs? pebbles?) to deliver or post, count steps, “look for” houses, lamp posts or other permanent things along route, 
Very stable scooters, pull along trailers or trikes which parent can also push, can offer children more engaging ways to get around without needing a specialist wheelchair.
Try a backpack with parent’s strap. Maybe add in some weight to help give your child more sensory input. This should be around 5% of a child’s body weight. Dried rice weighed and put into a zip lock bag can be useful to try in a back pack.
If your child has a younger sibling, buggy boards can help children take a quick break from walking without needing their own buggy or wheelchair. 
Some children become overwhelmed when out walking and possibly run to try and escape unpleasant feelings or sensations. Having “sensory supports” may make it easier to cope. These can be things like wearing a favourite hat (with brims or ear flaps), sunglasses, hoods, ear defenders or music players, having a toy or favourite object to smell, chew, squeeze or hug. Ask an Occupational Therapist for more ideas.
Be consistent – Rules such as holding a hand or always wearing backpack with rein should be enforced all the time when out. Visuals e.g. symbols, photos to reinforce safety rules and remind about what’s next, will help some children.
Carry small toys, fidgets, or a drink, as a back up if your child is struggling to stay with you.
Explore use of maps. Some children have enhanced ability to sense place and direction and may become anxious with changed routes or new environments. They may have intense desire to go particular routes, or to run to find and check gates or boundaries. Using maps, including ‘Street View’, before or during walk can reduce this desire over time.
Try to work out why your child (wants to) runs away: 
· Are they running to touch or see something you could include in your journey (even through talking, maps, videos or photos?) 
· Are they seeking more exciting or rapid movement? Would peek-a-boo, jumping, swinging by their arms, spinning, or being squeezed meet that need?
· Are they trying to escape from unpleasant feelings or sensations? Can you find and reduce or manage those?
· Are they trying to let you know something else? Can a Speech Therapist or other professional help you review communication supports?
Contact Details
Southeast Mobility & Rehabilitation Technology (SMART) Centre, NHS Lothian,
Astley Ainslie Hospital,
133 Grange Loan,
Edinburgh,
EH9 2HL
Telephone : 0131 537 9448
Emails :  Referrals - loth.smartreferrals@nhs.scot
  Enquiries - loth.cypwss@nhs.scot


Useful information 
NAIT 2021 Children’s Neurodevelopmental Pathway Workbook – Children and young people - national neurodevelopmental specification: principles and standards of care - gov.scot (www.gov.scot)
Scottish Autism:   Advice Line: advice@scottishautism.org. Scottish Autism - Autism Awareness Charity & Services for Children & Adults in Scotland           Phone: 01259 720044
 National Autistic Society Scotland Email: generalenquiries.scotland@nas.org.uk https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/transport/road-safety/parents-and-carers
SIGN 145 Assessment, diagnosis and Interventions for Autism Spectrum Disorders. A National Clinical Guideline United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/

This information sheet has been produced with reference to https://www.uhd.nhs.uk/uploads/services/docs/children/buggy_Factsheet_june_2015.pdf
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