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Sara Ray Stoelinga (00:00): 

Hi, this is Sara Ray Stoelinga, and you're listening to the "Embracing Abilities, Expanding 

Possibilities" podcast from Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford. We are one 

of the largest affiliates of Easterseals and transform the lives of early learners and individuals of 

all abilities through access to expert educational, family, and community supports. I am the 

President and CEO of Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford. In today's 

episode, you'll hear our own Shannon Wess, a Specialist with the Illinois Autism Partnership in 

conversation with our host Reema about our First Responder Training. IAP offers these trainings 

to local departments and public service agencies at no cost. Each training focuses on strategies 

that emergency personnel can use to support and help individuals with autism in emergency 

situations. 

Reema Saleh (01:10): 

Shannon, you're an autism specialist for the Illinois Autism Partnership. Tell me about the 

Illinois Autism Partnership and your role there. 

Shannon Swanson (01:18): 

So, the Illinois Autism Partnership is our main training, coaching, and consulting branch. We are 

under the Comprehensive Autism and Behavioral Services pillar of Easterseals. So, our team 

provides a lot of coaching services, particularly to public school districts that seek us out so that 

we can help build their capacity for serving students with autism and related disabilities. So, we 

do a lot of that. We do some different types of consulting on specific cases, a lot of professional 

development, and we are in school districts all across the state of Illinois. 

Reema Saleh (01:56): 

That's great. So, part of your work is helping to train first responders. How did the Illinois 

Autism Partnership first get involved with this? 

Shannon Swanson (02:04): 

Yes. So, when I joined the team a few years back, this was sort of a passion project of mine. And 

I brought it up to our Manager of Training, Sarah Smith, who is also a former volunteer 

firefighter and paramedic herself. And she was very excited about the idea of doing this. And we 

were able to work with our local fire department when our team was located in Hillside and got 

started with them. They were a great support for helping us figure out exactly what was needed 

in training our first responders. And it just sort of grew from there. We knew that the need was 

there, but we were able to reach out a lot of word of mouth. The department's kind of talked to 



 

 

each other and talked to us up and really being able to build up this awesome training branch that 

I'm very excited and very passionate about. We got started with those around fall of 2018 or so. 

They took a little bit of a hiatus during the pandemic. We weren't really able to go into many 

departments, but since things have been opening back up, we've been able to get back out there 

and work with more and more departments. 

Reema Saleh (03:16): 

Can I ask how many departments you've trained? 

Shannon Swanson (03:19): 

So, to date? I believe we've trained representatives from between 25 and 30 different 

departments. A lot of departments will invite their colleagues from either local precincts or if the 

fire department is hosting, they'll invite the police department. We've had 911 dispatchers. We've 

had ambulance companies. We've had mall security guards that have attended. So, my best 

estimate is between 25 and 30 departments. So, we break the sessions down, focusing a lot on 

understanding the prevalence and the characteristics of autism. Particularly, so that they're able 

to identify, or at least just pause and think that somebody that they're interacting with may have a 

neurodivergency or some sort of special considerations. And then we spend a lot of time talking 

about different types of strategies that they can be using to help in those really high stress, high, 

emotional crisis situations to sort of deescalate and keep things as calm and supportive as 

possible. 

Reema Saleh (04:26): 

That's amazing. Yeah. So, what do first responders usually learn in these sessions? 

Shannon Swanson (04:32): 

I think a lot of what we try to bring home is that oftentimes our interactions with first responders 

are not occurring on our very best day. There is usually something that is going on in our lives, 

some sort of an emergency situation. So, in general, no matter who the person is dealing with, 

that there is a lot of emotion. There's a lot of stress and having sort of those differences in the 

way that we process sensory information or the way that we're able to self-regulate, really just 

sort of can complicate those situations in general. So, we talk a lot about communication deficits 

or just being able to communicate with people in different ways and understanding that even 

somebody that is carrying on a conversation with you in sort of everyday life when emotions 

aren't running high may have a harder time with that when they are in a crisis situation. And then 

we also talk a lot about sort of the sensory input of it, sirens, lights, you know, physical 

examinations of somebody's injured and just trying to keep everything in mind and trying to take 

things slow and at a steady pace. 

Reema Saleh (05:49): 

Can you tell me about what goes into the trainings? How do they function? 

Shannon Swanson (05:53): 

So, it's usually about a little over an hour, hour and 15 minutes of mostly lecture style. We have 

some different videos, being able to sort of see some different interactions, some strategies. Our 
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team has also developed these first responder toolkits. So, each department that hosts gets three 

of these physical kits that include communication boards, some different schedule pieces, a 

social story on riding in an ambulance or going to the emergency room, how to interact with the 

police officers, depending on what the department is, as well as some sensory and fidget items. 

And so, we always pass those around, explain in detail how to use those. But it's usually a very 

relaxed format. There's a lot of questions. You know, talking about my personal experiences, 

working with individuals that have encountered emergency first responders or, you know, gone 

to the emergency room or interacted with police officers and really just being able to create an 

open dialogue where people are comfortable to ask the questions that they need to ask. 

Reema Saleh (07:00): 

How familiar are first responders with what they should do for someone with autism? 

Shannon Swanson (07:05): 

Yeah. I mean, it definitely varies from department to department and obviously individual to 

individual. There's a lot of people that I think are somewhat familiar or are personally affected or 

know someone that has autism, but it's definitely a different situation when they're coming at it in 

their professional line of work. So historically and studies have shown that there's actually very 

little knowledge or familiarity, or even just sort of understanding of differentiating autism for 

maybe some other complicating factors that might be going into a situation. So, in my 

experience, there's probably more limited familiarity with the situation, but I've been lucky 

enough to have everybody has been really, really eager to learn and you know, very excited to, to 

get more of that inside knowledge. 

Reema Saleh (07:58): 

Definitely. So, the big question, why is this work so important? 

Shannon Swanson (08:03): 

I mean, it's, it's hugely important individuals with autism, you know, encounter our emergency 

first responders at a higher rate than a lot of the other individuals in the population. We also 

know that there's, you know, unfortunately been some of these core stories out there of situations 

that have gone wrong just from lack of training, lack of understanding, you know, or just small 

missteps. And so, for me, this came from a very personal and professional place. I'm an autism 

sibling. And so, when my sister was younger, I can remember, you know, wanting to be sure that 

if anything ever happened to her, that she was cared for and understood, and that she was always 

going to be safe. Even if the, the people that understood and knew her best, weren't always with 

her and then working in our Chicago adult program and working throughout my career with 

adults and individuals of all ages and seeing them going out into the community, you can't just 

look at somebody and know that they have a disability and that they might have some other 

considerations. And so, again, those are situations that if somebody was just to jump to the 

wrong conclusion or didn't know that they could just take a turn, and they could be a really 

unfortunate and unpleasant experience for everybody involved. 

Reema Saleh (09:23): 

Yeah. So, what kind of questions do you usually get from first responders in these trainings? 



 

 

Shannon Swanson (09:29): 

We usually get a lot of questions about sort of where autism comes from or why the prevalence 

rate has been going up. Usually at the beginning of the presentation, when we sort of talk just 

sort of a brief overview of that, there's usually a lot of questions sort of surrounding the changes 

that we're seeing and why. We're seeing more people diagnosed with autism as time goes on, and 

then definitely a lot of questions just on how can we determine that somebody has autism versus 

another disability or somebody that's maybe having, you know, some other kind of crisis 

situation. And, you know, a lot of times it kind of comes back to, it's not as important that you 

know exactly that somebody has autism, but if you can pause and think that maybe this is 

somebody that I need to have some different considerations for the strategies that we're teaching 

are things that can be supportive for everybody just slowing down, being calmer, talking in a 

softer tone, using visuals, showing what you're doing before you're doing it, all of these other 

things that honestly, you know, me as a neurotypical person, I would appreciate if I was in a 

crisis situation. 

Reema Saleh (10:41): 

What are some of the common misconceptions or misunderstandings people have about autism? 

Shannon Swanson (10:47): 

I think that some of the biggest misconceptions or that people with autism don't want or can't 

have relationships with other people, which is absolutely not the case, you know, people with 

autism are people first and foremost, just like the rest of us. And so, the way that they interact 

with others in the world and relate to other people may be different in different situations and 

then different contexts, but there's definitely a big misconception that that's lacking and it's 

absolutely, absolutely not true. I think another one, especially in this sort of context and thinking 

about emergency situations is there's a big misconception that somebody with autism is always 

going to be aggressive or is going to have these big, or, you know, dangerous behaviors, which 

again is not necessarily the case. The other thing too to think about, like I said, is in these 

situations where emotions are running high, and it's extremely stressful, you know, a lot of times 

people are going to behave in a way that is communicating that they are scared or uncomfortable 

or don't know what's happening and that they just wanna get out of that situation autism or no 

autism. But I, I, you know, I think that that's another really big misconception. 

Reema Saleh (12:04): 

Yeah. I, I guess I'm curious how first responders keep that information with them in crisis 

situations. 

Shannon Swanson (12:11): 

Yeah. You know, one of the things that we developed is something that is a small business card 

with the autism acronym that has different reminders of things that they can do in that situation. 

And every participant gets to leave at those. I always pass out extras too, for them to bring to 

their friends. And I've actually had a few attendees that have reached out to me after the fact or 

when I have followed up just to see kinda how the information has been for them, where they've 

said they've been in a situation where they've remembered a video or they've remembered 



 

 

something that I mentioned, and they pulled that card out and they went through those steps and 

said that they were just able to make a scary and stressful situation, a little bit more comfortable. 

Reema Saleh (12:55): 

That's amazing. Yeah. So, what's the most interesting training you've gotten to do with IAP? 

Shannon Swanson (13:01): 

Oh, I've gotten to do some really interesting ones. I think probably one of the most interesting 

was with the North Riverside Fire Department. The Fire Chief, John Kaiser invited us out there, 

and he actually invited the local newspaper and the Brookfield Zoo Police. All of these different 

agencies, we ended up having probably 10 different agencies that were in attendance. And then 

at the end of it, he put me in the cherry picker of a fire truck and took me up to the top of like as 

high up as it would go and took a picture and said, go ahead and put this on your flyers and tell 

everyone that they need to do this. So that was a lot of fun, a little scary, but a lot of fun. We also 

got to do a training with the Chicago field office for the FBI, which was really exciting, just a 

very, very cool experience, to be able to go there and, you know, just a really neat thing that we 

were able to do. 

Reema Saleh (14:01): 

What do you hope is the impact of these trainings? 

Shannon Swanson (14:04): 

You know, the biggest thing that I want to come out of this is just more compassion, more 

awareness and acceptance and understanding. And I, I always say in my trainings that what I'm 

talking about is not meant to override or circumvent their professional training, please do what 

you need to do to keep the public safe. But if there's the opportunity to take a beat and to pause 

and to just think about things from a different perspective that can change the outcome or change 

the way that this person is going to perceive their interactions moving forward with emergency 

responders. Then I think that that in itself is making a huge impact for the individuals involved. 

So, for me, it's all just about that one person at a time and hoping that it grows from there. 

Reema Saleh (14:58): 

So, for first responders who may never get this type of training, what would you want them to 

know or understand? 

Shannon Swanson (15:06): 

Oh, wow. I think, I think some of the biggest things that I would want them to know and to 

understand is that again, people with autism or other disabilities that are in these kinds of 

situations, just need a little extra compassion and just need a little bit of extra patience and 

understanding just like all of us do when we are, you know, in those crisis moments. I would also 

say that there's a ton of free resources that are out there too, if they are wanting to get some more 

specific information. Autism Speaks has a lot. The National Autism Resource Center has a lot of 

great information. Even the National Center for Missing and Exploited children has an entire 

section devoted to individuals with autism that are prone to wandering or elopement. So, there's, 



 

 

there's a lot of materials, and there's a lot of resources out there for them. And we're always here 

too. 

Reema Saleh (16:05): 

The trainings that you provide are free. So, can I ask how IAP covers the costs of these trainings? 

Shannon Swanson (16:12): 

Yes. We have been lucky enough to be able to provide the majority of these trainings free of 

charge. When this was first developed, we were awarded a small regional grant through autism 

speaks that allowed us to provide the training at no cost. And when the grant cycle finished, I had 

a waiting list of probably 9 or 10 departments that we're still looking. What we have found is that 

there are some other training options out there, and there's a lot of free resources that are 

available. But the feedback that we've gotten is that having somebody in person that's able to talk 

through everything and answer specific questions. And I often stay afterwards and talk through 

specifics with individuals that come up to me, we're having a point of contact that they can 

follow up with later has been really valuable. So, we were able to reach out to our generous 

shareholders and our season, our stakeholders and all of our partners with Easterseals, and we're 

able to raise some funds to continue providing this training at no cost. And we're, we're very, 

very fortunate that we have such a supportive agency and the people that support our agency are 

excited to support this training as well. 

Reema Saleh (17:29): 

So, what's next for IAP? 

Shannon Swanson (17:32): 

So specifically, in regards to this in the next month, we are going to be training the Chicago Fire 

Department, as well as representatives from the Chicago Police Department and the Chicago 

Branch of the American Red Cross. So those are really, really exciting. We've also been able to 

present this training at some National Police and First Responder Conferences. So, there's then 

some interest from departments actually across the country. And so, there's discussion about 

what that could potentially look like. And you know, I'm just, I'm excited to see where this can 

go. 

Reema Saleh (18:10): 

How can first responders get in touch with IAP to ask about a training? 

Shannon Swanson (18:14): 

So, they can email us directly at iap@eastersealschicago.org. They can also find us on the 

Easterseals Chicago website under IAP, and they can reach out, and I would be happy to work 

with them and find a time and a date that works and come out and chat. 

Reema Saleh (18:33): 

How can those who would like to support this work give a donation? 



 

 

Shannon Swanson (18:37): 

They can also do that directly on our website. There is a spot to donate where they can designate 

that the funds go directly to the Illinois Autism Partnership. They can even put a memo in there 

that they want it specifically for the First Responders training. And again, they can reach out via 

email at iap@eastersealchicago.org. 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (18:56): 

Thank you for listening to this third episode of our podcast, featuring Shannon Weiss and our 

host Reema. This is the third episode in an ongoing series exploring the pillars of our work 

disability and early learning. This episode was produced by Silva Content Solutions. For more 

information about Easterseals serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford, visit our website and 

follow us on social media. 


