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The Traditional Medical Model 
“Most of us have been trained to think about autism using a deficit model. Such
a model, which focuses almost exclusively on impairments and limitations,
ultimately leads us to see Autistic individuals as broken people who are ill and,
as my child’s first psychologist explained, need to be fixed.”

Christina Nicolaidis, MD, MPH, parent

WILLIAM CAREY UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF OSTEOPATHIC MEDICINE 

Nicolaidis, C. (June 2012). What Can Physicians Learn from the Neurodiversity Movement? AMA Journal of Ethics.
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/what-can-physicians-learn-neurodiversity-movement/2012-06



WILLIAM CAREY UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF OSTEOPATHIC MEDICINE 



WILLIAM CAREY UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF OSTEOPATHIC MEDICINE 



Shifting Our Frame of Thought
“The neurodiversity movement challenges us to rethink autism through the lens
of human diversity. It asks us to value diversity in neurobiologic development as
we would value diversity in gender, race, ethnicity, religion, or sexual
orientation. As opposed to only focusing on impairments, the neurodiversity
model sees autistic individuals as possessing a complex combination of cognitive
strengths and challenges.”

Christina Nicolaidis, MD, MPH, parent
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Support, Services, and Therapies
I work with a team of physicians and other professionals to coordinate accommodations,
medications, and other therapies that help my child communicate better, improve his ability to
function, regulate his emotions, lessen his anxiety and sensory discomfort, allow him to obtain a
good education, and promote positive interactions with all his peers (neurotypical and
neurodivergent).

I am not trying to change who my son is—I just want to give him every possible opportunity to
enjoy the same quality of life as all my children.
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Words Matter
Communicating a strengths-based approach to autism and other neurodiversity may not only
afford these individuals the respect and dignity that they deserve, but may also help their family
members (and other caregivers) better understand and support their loved ones.
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Building a Bridge Over the Autism Cliff
Sudden reduction or loss of services after age 18-21

Special considerations before age 18:
◦ Legal guardianship

◦ Financial power of attorney

◦ Power of health 

Autistic individuals may have a higher risk of exploitation and victimization from others due to social
difficulties. Because of this, they could experience fraud or other financial abuse without essential legal
safeguards in place.
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Meet John. 
He’s a wizard at data analytics. 
“And although corporate programs have so far focused
primarily on autistic people, it should be possible to extend
them to people affected by dyspraxia (a neurologically based
physical disorder), dyslexia, ADHD, social anxiety disorders,
and other conditions.

Many people with these disorders have higher-than-average
abilities; research shows that some conditions, including
autism and dyslexia, can bestow special skills in pattern
recognition, memory, or mathematics.

Yet those affected often struggle to fit the profiles sought by
prospective employers.”
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Common Struggles Faced by Parents
Chronic exhaustion

Feelings of guilt

Long waitlists

Lack of available resources

Feeling socially isolated

Receiving unsolicited advice from others

Not enough time to focus on other children 

Worrying about the future 
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Tips for Overwhelmed Parents 
Stop feeling guilty 

Make self-care a priority 

Prioritize (essential, important, unimportant)

Organize help (learn to let go)

Connect with other parents

“Find your tribe” 
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Siblings of Children with Special Needs 
Siblings are too important to ignore because
no one spends more time with special needs
children than their brothers and sisters, with
the exception of their parents.
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Caring for Special Needs Siblings
Medical crises and public meltdowns take a toll; be aware of signs of emotional trauma. 

Don’t expect children to help with their sibling’s needs, but don’t discourage it either. 

Be honest when explaining their sibling’s condition or treatment (in age-appropriate way). 

Carve out one-one-one time whenever you can; give each kid time to shine in their own way.  
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