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BEN’S BLUE BAGS PROGRAM TEACHES FIRST RESPONDERS 
HOW TO BETTER SERVE PATIENTS WITH AUTISM

Six-year-old Ben Kodicek of 
Crown Point is making waves 
in both the Indiana autism and 
first responder communities; 
he’s the inspiration behind 
Ben’s Blue Bags, a sensory 
bag training program designed 
to show first responders how 
to provide better services 
to individuals on the autism 
spectrum.

Matt Kodicek, Ben’s father, is a 
lieutenant with Crown Point Fire 
Rescue and the architect behind 
the program’s creation. After 
Ben was diagnosed with autism 
at age 5 and began receiving 
occupational therapy, Matt 
learned about sensory training 
and how it benefits special 
needs individuals on the autism 
spectrum. 

Shortly thereafter, he came 
across the concept of first 
responder sensory bags: 
special kits that contain 
sensory items that can help 
patients with autism reduce 
stress levels and improve 
communication. 

“I read a news article about 
an Ohio paramedic-firefighter 
creating and distributing these 
bags to his fire station, and 
decided it was something I 
wanted to do at Crown Point 
Fire Rescue,” Kodicek said. 
“I wanted to create a reliable 
resource my colleagues 
could use to improve their 
encounters with individuals 
with autism.”

Each bag, which Kodicek 

assembles himself, is roughly 
the size of a gym duffel bag 
and contains numerous types 
of sensory toys first responders 
can use during emergency 
runs. Kodicek chose blue, 
Ben’s favorite color, to help 
distinguish it from other types 
of equipment carried by fire 
and EMS personnel.

Rather than just giving his 
colleagues the sensory bags, 
however, he wanted to take it 
one step further.

“I wanted to teach the ‘why’ 
to first responders,” Kodicek 
said. “I wanted to show them 
why they should use these 
bags, why it is important to 
become better trained to work 
with individuals with autism. 
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Essentially, the ‘why’ is so they 
understand how an autistic 
brain thinks and sees the world.”

On Dec. 9, 2019, Kodicek held 
his first Ben’s Blue Bags training 
class with his colleagues at 
Crown Point Fire Rescue. The 
class, which is approximately 
two hours long, teaches first 
responders about the autism 
disorder, appropriate ways to 
interact with individuals with 
autism and real-life scenarios 
between first responders and 
patients with autism.

Shortly after the first class, a 
Crown Point family made an 
anonymous $20,000 donation 
in support of continuing the 
Ben’s Blue Bags training 
initiative within IDHS District 1. 
Since then, Kodicek has taught 
more than 400 students at 
60 different fire, EMS and law 
enforcement agencies across 
northwestern Indiana. 

Moving forward, Kodicek plans 
to implement the Ben’s Blue 

Bags program into Acadis 
(Indiana’s public safety training 
portal) and make it widely 
available to all first responder 
agencies in Indiana.

“Finding the best way to interact 
with individuals with disabilities 
is important, especially when 
it comes to providing them 
emergency medical attention 
or rescue services,” said Kylee 
Hope, director of the Division 
of Disability and Rehabilitative 
Services at the Family and 
Social Services Administration. 
“First responders taking the 
time to learn more about 
individuals on the autism 
spectrum is an excellent way 
to begin improving the quality 
of care toward Hoosiers with 
disabilities.”

First responder agencies 
interested in scheduling a Ben’s 
Blue Bags training session 
can contact Matt Kodicek at 
mkodicek@crownpoint.in.gov 
or 219-808-4230 for more 
information.

Hoosier high schoolers have 
until Feb. 28 to register 
for CyberStart America, a 
cybersecurity skills-based 
competition designed to help 
students understand the 
many learning and career 
opportunities in cyber fields. 

Students in grades 9-12 are 
eligible to participate for free. 
Participating students and 
their teachers do not need 
knowledge or experience in 
information technology or 
cybersecurity to take part. 
Everything they need can be 
learned in the game. 

Students can register at 
cyberstartamerica.org.
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