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First responders participate in
Autism Recognition and
Response Training
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By Kacey Drescher = CONNECT

MONTGOMERY CO., AL (WSFA) - One in 68 children has been identified with autism spectrum
disorder according to the Center for Disease Control, which means at some point in time, they're
going to come into contact with law enforcement.

Officials say there is a gap in the training with our first responders when understanding autism, to
help bridge the gap, law enforcement and first responders from a handful of agencies gathered in
Montgomery to better understand autism.

People with developmental disabilities are seven times more likely to come in contact with police.
Medical experts say the sound of the siren, an officers commands or the lights on a patrol car may
frighten someone on the spectrum, which is why Thursday’s Autism Recognition and Response
Training is so important for all parties involved.

Back in June WSFA 12 News introduced you to a 23-year-old autistic woman named Karen Willis,
she was excited that the state health department was rolling out Autism ID cards. "l want to be able
to live life the best | can,” said Willis when our cameras rolled earlier this summer.

Willis felt like her ID card would ease any tension if she were to get pulled over. "If | ever came into
contact with any law enforcement they would help understand me better and treat me better,” she
said.

Those ID cards were just the first step, now first responders are bringing awareness and education
full circle.

“The incident rate is one in 68, we've been part of articles that have been published by the FBI
saying that people with developmental disabilities including autism are seven times more likely to
come into contact with the police,” said former police officer and disability parent, Dustin Chandler.

Dustin Chandler is leading the charge, training various agencies on how to communicate and
respond to those on the spectrum.

“I was a cop for almost a decade, close to it, I've got a daughter with severe disabilities,” said
Chandler. “I know what they're going through and | know the dangers that they face every night that
not everybody understands but then | understand the parents concemn when they deal with somebody
with autism,” he said.

Chandler says he's trying to bridge the gap and make sure everyone feels safe when they're doing
their job.

“50% of the autistic community is non-verbal, we want better communication , try to give them better
ways to communicate, but also teach them about sensory influences, sensory stimulation,
behavioral things that could go on and how to deescalate that behavior,” said Chandler.

The training is free and in collaboration with the Autism Society of Alabama. Organizers say MPD

Chief Emest Finley was instrumental in bringing the training to the region and officials with the
Montgomery Fire Department inquired about making the training available to all their firefighters.

Copyright 2015 WSFA 12 News. All rights reserved.
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