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Kids don’t have to put an end to your wanderlust. For some parents, kids are just the nudge they 

need to dust off the passport or cash in the frequent flyer miles. Destinations we’ve longed to see 

have a stronger pull when we have a child to share them with. Many families find themselves 

traveling frequently to maintain close ties with family members sprinkled throughout the 

country.  

But maybe you’ve put off your dream vacation, daunted by the uncertainties of coordinating life 

with children away from home. No matter what your experience or how old your children, 

tensions can run high while traveling. Whether you’re worried about what to pack for baby’s first 

train trip, or hoping to reduce the risk of whining from a disinterested ‘tween, we hope the 

following ideas and inspiration from seasoned travelers will boost your confidence and point you 

on your way. 

Baby on Board Ages 0-2 

Welcoming a baby into your life doesn’t mean you need to say goodbye to travel, but just the 

thought of flying with you little one might make you break out in a cold sweat. For starters, what 

do you do with all their stuff? “My husband and I were used to traveling, but didn’t know what 

that would look like with children,” admits N. Portland mom Jennifer Fuentes. Nevertheless, 

Fuentes and baby Mila spent a total of six months away from home by the time Mila was 

seventeen months old. Vacations with baby and visits to family out of state taught them to 

streamline their packing and to embrace flexibility. 

New parents often feel obligated to purchase the latest greatest baby equipment. Much of it can 

be tossed in the trunk for a road trip, but what if you are flying or traveling by train? Gear that is 

a convenience and may even seem a necessity at home can be a burden on a longer or more 

complex journey. Seattle-area parents Bill Richards and E. Ashley Steel have traveled the world 

with their children and recently published Family on the Loose: the Art of Traveling with Kids. 

Steel advises parents that they need amazingly little gear to take care of a baby whose needs are 

to eat, sleep, get cleaned and cuddle. Before worrying about what equipment you need, consider 

what will help you, as the parents, enjoy the trip the most. You may discover you need little 

more than a comfortable baby sling, an umbrella stroller and a sturdy backpack. 

Wearing your baby or toddler in a carrier in the airport leaves your hands free for removing 

shoes and sending the diaper bag through security scanners. Fuentes notes that baby slings with 

rings are easier to get on and off than most front or back carriers. Your sling or carrier will have 

to go through the security scanner as well, so be prepared to whisk your baby out and carry her 

through the walk-through metal detector. And in case you were wondering, TSA requirements 



state that you cannot leave your infant in her car-seat carrier and attempt to send them both 

through the scanner. 

Breastfeeding moms have the advantage of feeding a baby at a moment’s notice with no 

additional equipment, but not all breastfeeding moms are comfortable nursing in public and not 

all mothers breastfeed.  N. Portland mom Diane Zipper flew often when her children were 

babies. She preferred to use a bottle of pumped breast-milk or formula on longer flights to avoid 

the awkwardness of baring herself to complete strangers inches away. She recommends that 

moms flying with bottles pack a carry-on bag with extra pacifiers, bottle parts and enough 

formula for potential delays.  

TSA regulations currently state that parents may travel with liquid breast milk or formula in 

quantities greater than 3 ounces. Be prepared to explain what it is and present it for inspection. 

 Finger-foods can be equal parts tummy-filler and entertainment for toddlers on long flights or 

train trips. Pack a wide variety of your children’s least-messy snacks, as well as extra wipes for 

sticky fingers.  

Maybe your baby doesn’t sleep through the night, but babies in general can be relied upon to 

sleep wherever they are, whether that be in a sling, a stroller or on a blanket on the floor. Steel 

and her husband never felt the need to ship a portable crib on their journeys, nor would it have 

been realistic traveling around the globe. “We used a drawer pulled out and set on the floor and 

even an empty suitcase as a bassinet when co-sleeping wasn’t an option,” says Steel.  

Before you pack that portable crib or other heavy item, consider what options are available at 

your destination. Inquire about a crib when making hotel reservations and never underestimate 

the power of networking when staying with friends and family. Request that they ask around for 

items you would rather not pack but would prefer not do without. Borrowing large items that are 

difficult to transport can take weight off your mind – and off your back. Make arrangements to 

borrow or rent items and plan to travel light. 

 

Take Your Routine on the Road Ages 3-5 

Preschoolers thrive on routine, but travel throws families into new situations and different time 

zones and requires a certain level of compromise. Travel-savvy parents know that balance is a 

key to keeping everyone happy away from home. 

“Some children actually adapt to changes better than their parents,” says Shelly Rivoli, author of 

the award-winning Travels with Baby guidebooks. She notes that children and their parents are 

likely to have a combination of temperaments. Within reason, families need to accommodate the 

person the least tolerant of disruption. 

Familiar bedtime routines can help young children settle down in a strange location even at odd 

hours. When our girls were preschoolers, my husband or I read to each them every night, and 

then one of us sang them to sleep. At home, it seemed we were the ones who suffered most if we 

tried to withhold those privileges. Breaking our routine while on the road would have led to 

prolonged crying and irrational screaming - by kids and adults alike. A tired family is a cranky 

family, so while traveling, we kept things in control by keepings many of our rituals intact.  



If you have a multi-step bedtime routine, consider what parts are portable and which ones can be 

left at home. How do your destination and plans for the next day play into your options? We 

always retained our story-times, but shortened them on late nights or when we knew a long sight-

seeing day was scheduled. Trips to the family cabin in Maine often result in a drawn-out story 

time in the hammock (on breezy nights free of mosquitoes) because the leisurely pace is part of 

the whole experience of summer at grandpa’s camp. If your child sleeps with a nightlight, Rivoli 

recommends investing in a travel-friendly model to assure you have one wherever you go. 

Traveling to different time zones creates a unique challenge for families trying to see and do and 

get some rest. Marija Hobbs of Vancouver started traveling internationally with her husband and 

two sons when the boys were three- and five-years old. She recommends parents encourage their 

kids to sleep on long flights and make sure that comfort items such as a blanket or stuffed animal 

are in their carry-on. 

“Once landed,” says Hobbs, “set your watch to the local time zone and hit the ground running.” 

The excitement of being at your destination will help power all of you through your first day; 

just try to get everyone to sleep early the first two nights. The time zone change from Portland to 

the East coast is probably the easiest to navigate with children. “When traveling to the East coast, 

we retained a schedule,” Hobbs says. “It meant later wake-up times (9am in New York versus 

6am in Portland) and later bedtimes (10pm in New York versus 7pm in Portland) but worked 

very well, resulting in zero adjustments there and back.” 

Picky eaters can ruin their parents’ appetites anywhere around the globe, but some parents are 

pleased to discover that kids are more willing to eat unfamiliar food in an unusual location. 

Hobbs packed a few of her kids’ non-perishable favorites such as instant oatmeal on overseas 

trips, but generally didn’t worry about food. “Part of travel is to discover the culture of that 

region,” she says. “Kids will find something they like and will try new things if that’s all that is 

offered. It becomes their new normal.” 

Traveling with children requires that parents be honest with themselves about what they can 

expect to accomplish in a day, and then to communicate their boundaries to travel companions. 

“When we visit grandparents or friends I try to make it really clear that the kids need down 

time,” says N. Portland mom Diane Zipper. Grandparents especially want to indulge kids, spend 

more time with them and let them stay up late. Friends or family members without children 

won’t necessarily understand what is realistic to expect from young children. “You know your 

child,” says Zipper, “and it’s really embarrassing when they throw tantrums. For us it was 

important to stay on a schedule.” 

Armed with an umbrella stroller, emergency rations of familiar snacks, a favorite toy and their 

sense of humor, parents of preschoolers can travel the globe, or through the woods to Grandma’s 

house, with ease. 

 

Busy or Bust Ages 6-10 

Elementary-aged kids are an active bunch. They are also vocal, opinionated and can be keen 

negotiators. You can no longer plan a museum tour to coincide with naptime in the stroller and 

they demand more action than chasing butterflies in the park or stopping by a playground after 

lunch. Families traveling with grade-schoolers need to strike a balance between adult pursuits 



and kid-friendly activities. They can also plan ahead to make slower-paced, quiet activities more 

enjoyable for their children. 

Before Madeline Landis and her husband Tim took their children to Paris, Madeline created a 

museum scavenger hunt for them by printing out photos of sights they would visit. “Since they 

had seen the photos and we had talked about them before hand, it provided some excitement in 

the museum as they discovered the items and looked at them in person,” she says. 

In their book Family on the Loose: the Art of Traveling with Children, Bill Richards and E. 

Ashley Steel provide museum scavenger hunt ideas for parents not up to making their own. They 

recommend parents provide distractions for their children, freeing themselves up to “look, listen 

and reflect,” while the kids are busy with portable hands-on activities. “Time the museum visit or 

other quiet attraction for when kids are naturally calmer and more able to focus, such as first 

thing in the morning,” suggests Steel. Then, armed with a snack, a sketchpad and some colored 

pencils or modeling clay, kids can try their hand at interpreting the paintings or sculptures they 

see.  

Parents with kids of any age may need to adjust their expectations and consider how much they 

can accomplish. “We limit ourselves to one sight per day,” says Lili Panarella, who has traveled 

extensively with her husband and their daughters Sofia and Olivia. “When we were in Paris, one 

day’s agenda was the Eiffel Tower. The rest of the day was spent walking around, exploring 

shops and eating every French goodie in sight.” Be prepared to spend a shorter time in museums 

than you would if you were kid-free. Research exhibits in advance to determine what is on your 

“must-see” list, and what you are willing to miss out on. 

Renting bicycles or boats at your destination provides an opportunity for a more personal look at 

the places you visit and can increase your interaction with the locals. Your kids will be grateful 

for the action. Trying new things is always part of travel, but what pursuits do you enjoy as a 

family? The same activities you do at home will be unique in a new location, while providing a 

reassuring sense of familiarity. “We always bring our tennis rackets,” says Panarella. “It gives us 

an excuse to explore the city and get some exercise.” They also try to spend some of their days 

doing whatever local families would do, whether it is pony rides or eating ice cream cones while 

strolling along a river. 

Families maintaining a hectic pace will have the most success if they communicate clearly about 

choices and compromises. Madeline Landis involves her kids in brainstorming at the outset of 

trip planning to gauge what they would prefer to do or see. Discussing the schedule and how 

some days will be more kid-focused and others more parent-focused will help kids accept the 

dull moments. The museum will be more tolerable when they know the water-park is next on the 

itinerary. 

 

Young Travel Agents 11+ 

Traveling with ‘tweens can be an educational opportunity on more than one level. Sure, kids get 

to visit new places and experience new things, but they are also ready to take on some planning 

for the trip. Tech-savvy ‘tweens can even take some of the burden of research off their parents’ 

plate. 



E. Ashley Steel, co-author or Family on the Loose: the Art of Traveling with Kids, notes that 

while younger kids can develop enthusiasm for an upcoming trip by looking at maps and non-

fiction picture books, involving older kids can be more of a challenge. “They’ll actually need to 

be allowed to make some decisions in order to get excited about helping their parents plan a 

trip,” she says. Kids this age are old enough to have conversations about compromise, time 

restraints and what fits in your budget. The same books and travel guides you might have 

brought out at an earlier stage can be a starting point for gathering information and 

brainstorming. After that, ‘tweens will jump at the chance to research your destination on the 

internet. “Give them a lodging budget and have them scan the internet for the best places to 

stay,” says Steel. “Pre-teens can cut and paste interesting links into a word document to discuss 

with parents during planning.” 

What interests do your children have, and how can those interests be incorporated into your 

visit? Cater part of your itinerary to your children’s interests. You do this for yourself, right? 

Why are you going to this place? What about it will appeal to your kids and why? Take a look at 

your destination from your child’s perspective and, just like when they were little, divide your 

time between kid and adult pursuits. 

Loey Werking Wells and her husband have traveled to over 34 countries with their daughter 

Dylan, now sixteen. As Dylan has gotten older, she has had a stronger say in what they do and 

where they go. Parents still hold the ultimate veto power but Wells notes that Dylan has been the 

driving force in their decision to go to Athens this summer since she has studied the Greeks in 

school. “The benefits,” says Wells, “are that she is already engaged in the trip and wants to be 

where we are going.” 

Once at your destination, older children can be given more responsibility to heighten their 

interest. Lili Panarella and her husband Sam started traveling internationally with their two 

daughters five years ago. Now that Olivia is twelve and Sofia is fifteen, they have been to six 

different countries, several of them twice. On long walks exploring a new city they offer the girls 

a modest financial incentive if they can successfully navigate the family back to the hotel. This 

keeps the girls engaged, teaches them to pay attention and gets them to work collaboratively. 

“They’ve gotten us wildly lost, but that turns it into an adventure,” says Panarella who makes 

sure they all stay together and stay safe during these forays. 

Handing your kids responsibility for organizing a day trip from a home base or allowing them to 

make choices about the sights you see can reduce tension on the journey. “As kids plan and take 

ownership,” says Steel, “they become invested in the success of the trip and are much less likely 

to gripe or complain.”  

Sidebar 1: Be Sure to Baby-proof 

When traveling, parents cannot assume that grandma’s house, or even the finest hotel, is safe for 

a baby or toddler. “A quick inspection of windows, door locks and deck rails may prove a life-

saving step in your check-in process,” says travel expert and author Shelly Rivoli. Get down to 

your child’s level to detect possible hazards a little one might encounter in new surroundings. 

Families traveling abroad should be aware that the U.S. system of safety standards and 

regulations are unique and that safety is the responsibility of individuals – or vigilant parents.  



Find a “Checking-in safely check list” in Rivoli’s guidebook, Travels with Baby. More 

information at travelswithbaby.com 

 

Sidebar 2: Safe and Sound 

Create a plan for whom to call in an emergency or if you are separated. Children should keep 

these numbers with them. 

Have children carry a small bag containing a business card or the address of the place you are 

staying in case they get lost. 

Keep small children contained while crossing busy streets, prevent them from wandering off and 

keep them with you (and off the floor) in public restrooms by thinking of your umbrella stroller 

as part of your safety gear. 

Sidebar 3: Fun on the Road 

Before buckling in for that much anticipated road trip or cross-country flight, stock up on simple 

entertainment and proven distractions. Provide each child with their own bag of goodies, and 

keep some things in reserve to dole out when the whining becomes unbearable. 

Quiet travel activities: 

A new book 

Notepads, a coloring book, puzzle and maze books 

Pencils (and a screw-top sharpener) or markers 

Finger puppets 

Yarn for cat’s cradle or finger crocheting 

Brain Quest card decks 

Small toys such as Lego, matchbox cars or a Polly Pocket doll (wrap them to increase the wow 

factor and slow down acquisition by a few seconds)  

Special snack foods your kids don’t normally get to eat 

Travel-sized games 

Games to get kids moving without driving other travelers nuts in the airport: 

Chinese jump-rope 

Hacky Sacks to practice your moves 

Bean bags for juggling or playing toss 

Additional road-trip activities: 

Quiz your kids on math facts. 

http://www.travelswithbaby.com/


Play the alliteration game: Take turns making alliterative sentences, working your way through 

the alphabet (Aunt Agatha’s alligator ate anchovies…Brother Bob baked biscuits, etc.) 

Hold a scavenger hunt for letters, numbers, or different license plates 

Curb the cries of “are we there yet,” by having your child trace your route on a map. Get an extra 

map of your route for each child and place each map in its own sheet protector. Fold them so that 

your child can find the route without removing the map. Give each child a dry-erase marker and 

let them trace your route as you drive.  

Create stories about the people you see. 

Listen to audio-books as a family.  

When all else fails, break out the electronics: borrow e-books from the library, download a new 

game on the iPad. 

And finally, adults can give ear plugs a try. Sometimes kids just need to be rowdy. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


