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• Theoretical frameworks of disability
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• Culturally competent practice with person 

with ASD

• Implications for social work education



Theoretical Frameworks

• Medical model of disability – person is 

diagnosed and needs treatment (ICD-10, 

DSM 5, AAIDD) (Odom, Horner, Snell, Blacher, 2007).

– Accurate diagnosis important for:

– 1. identification of etiology

– 2. prediction of effects on development or 

behavior, 

– 3. design of intervention and organization of 

scientific programs of study 

– 4.eligibility for services



Theoretical Frameworks

• Social model of disability looks at the 

disabling barriers which impact on the 

emotional well-being of people with 

impairments (Reeve, 2008).

– structural dis-ableism that affects activity 

– psycho-emotional dis-ableism that affects 

being (Reeve, 2012). 



Theoretical Frameworks

• Critical disability studies 

• Minority Model and Independent Living 

Movement are ways to achieve social 

justice for those with disabilities (Mackelprang & 

Salsgiver (1996) 

• Independent living suggests people with 

disabilities are not patients or clients but 

are active consumers



Theoretical Frameworks

• Cultural perspective on autism: In an 

increasing heterogenous world, there are 

increasing diverse sub-societies

• May be increasing conflict, but also 

gradual recognition of differences as part 

of social fabric of society (Miles and Ahuja, 2007).

• Autism now has its own culture (Mesibov, Shea & 

Shopler, 2005)



What is neurodiversity?

• The fundamental notion of neurodiversity 

is that rather than seeing autism as a 

deficit, dysfunction or even as a mental 

health disorder as it is currently classified 

in the DSM 5, it is regarded as a naturally 

occurring cognitive variation. It is 

considered a genetic expression of 

differently wired brains with various 

strengths and weaknesses.





How did neurodiversity come about?

Neurodiversity drawn 

from 

two theories:  Social 

Model of Disability

& Critical Disability 
(Ferguson & Nussbaum, 2012, Goodley, 2017)



Refined by three concepts

1.Strength-based social work 

practice 
(Saleeby, 1992)

2. Idea of multiple intelligences 
(Gardner, 1993)  

3. Idea of neurologically based 

strengths (Armstrong, 2010a, 2010b, 2015)



How did neurodiversity come about

• 1. Social Policy and Research 

• Human Genome Project (1990-2003) 

mapped out the entire human genome 

expressions (Autism Genome Project, 1990)

• Autism Speaks and burgeoning of genetic 

research

• Raised concerns of eugenics 

– Dr. Peter McParland quote (Bell, 2017).



How did neurodiversity come about

• 2. Public relations fiascos

• Autism Speaks video: Autism Every Day

• NYU Child Study Center-Ransom Notes 

Affair: billboards equating autistics as 

kidnapped, negative, stereotypical 

messages (Kras, 2010)



How did neurodiversity come about

• 3. Lack of any autistic people at Autism 

Speaks (Chamak, Bonniau & Cohen, 2008, Ortega, 2009).

• 4. Rise of the internet as prosthetic device 
(Linton, 1998).



Strengths/Weaknesses 

• Strength based 

perspective

• Consistent with social 

work concepts of self-

determination and social 

justice

• Autism culture has 

formed already

• Social Work role is limited 

to supportive one, 

acceptance

• Proport to speak for 

everyone with autism

• Better model for those 

higher functioning 

individuals(Jaarsma and Wellin, 

2012).  

• Still face oppression and 

discrimination (Robertson, 2010)

• Offers no treatment but 

many struggle with self-

injurious behaviors, 

compulsive rituals



Culturally Competent S.W. Practice

Assume 

compe-

tency

Speak 

slowly

Consider 

the 

sensory 

environ-

ment

Don’t 

expect 

eye 

contact

Use 

assistive 

technol-

ogy
Use 

receptive 

language 

w/ pictures

Ask: Am 

I under-

standing 

you? Think: 

Mr. 

Rogers

Avoid 

figurative 

language

Break 

questions 

down if 

needed



Implications for S.W. Education

• Rising prevalence of ASD and new generation of 

consumers that are knowledgeable about their 

education and civil rights

• CSWE report found 0.9% of MSW’s entering health 

care worked with people with developmental 

disabilities, 0.1% of all master’s social workers (Salsberg 

et al., 2018). 

• Social workers are disinterested in working with 

intellectual disabilities (Werner and Grayzman, 2011).



Implications for S.W. Education

• NASW study in 2007,  2% social workers work in 

field of DD (Whittaker and Arrington, 2008).

• 50 U.S. schools of social work, 3 (6%) offered 

concentrations in developmental disabilities 

(DD) studies (Laws et al., 2010)

• Social workers had strength based attitudes 

towards those with ASD, yet still 

misunderstandings (Haney and Cullen, 2018)



Preliminary Results: my dissertation research



Implications for S.W. Education
• much disability-related content continues to be taught from 

a medical, deficit-focused model (Mackelprang, 2010).

• Global and social changes necessitates changes to make 

society more inclusive

• CSWE and NACW both recognize disabilities as an aspect 

of diversity, but it is medicalized by diagnostic categories 
(Mackelprang, 2010).

• Disability was most frequently covered in classes on 

diversity & least frequently covered in courses on research 

and evaluation 

– Faculty struggle to find time to fit disability content into the crowded 

curriculum

– Creation of disability-focused material (Ogden, McCallister, Neely-

Barnes, 2017).



Questions and Thank you

• Questions?

• Thank you!

Katie Terry, LISW-S

terr5469@stthomas.edu



Selected References
Armstrong, T. (2010a). Neurodiversity: Discovering the hidden strengths of Autism, 

ADHD, dyslexia, and other brain differences. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo 

Press.

Armstrong, T. (2010b). Neurodiversity: Discovering the extraordinary gifts of autism, 

ADHD, dyslexia, and other brain differences (1st Ed.). Cambridge, MA: Da 

Capo Press.

Armstrong, T. (2015). The myth of the normal brain: Embracing neurodiversity. AMA 

Journal of Ethics, 17 (4), 348-352. Retrieved from: 

http://journalofethics.amaassn.org/2015/04/msoc1504.html?utm_source=T

WITTER&utm_medium=Social_AMA&utm_term=163781804&utm_campaig

n=article_alert

Bell, L. (2017). Nation Brags How it Has Aborted 100% of the Babies With Down Syn-

drome. Retrieved from: https://www.lifenews.com/2017/03/03/nation-brags-how-it-

has-aborted-100-of-the-babies-with-down-syndrome/

Chamack, B. Bonniau, B. Jaunay, E. & Cohen, D. (2008). What can we learn about autism 

from autistic persons? Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics, 77(5) 271-279. 

Ferguson, P. and Nusbaum, E. (2012). Disability studies: What is it and what difference does 

it make? Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 37 (2).

http://journalofethics.amaassn.org/2015/04/msoc1504.html?utm_source=TWITTER&utm_medium=Social_AMA&utm_term=163781804&utm_campaign=article_alert
https://www.lifenews.com/2017/03/03/nation-brags-how-it-


Selected References

• Haney, J., & Cullen, J. (2018). An exploratory investigation of social workers’ 

knowledge and attitudes about autism. Social Work in Mental Health, 16(2), 201-

222.

• Jaarsma, P. & Welin, S. (2012). Autism as a natural human variation: Reflections on  

claims of the neurodiversity movement. Health Care Anal, 20, 20-30.

• Kras, J. (2010). The “ransom notes” affair: When the neurodiversity movement 

came of age.  Disability Studies Quarterly, 30 (1).

• Laws, J., Parish, S. L., Scheyett, A. M., & Egan, C. (2010). Preparation of social workers  

to support people with developmental disabilities. Journal of Teaching in Social  

Work, 30(3), 317-333

• Linton, S. (1998). Claiming disability: Knowledge and identity. New York, NY: 

New York University Press. 120-122

• Mackleprang, R. & Salsgiver O. (1996). People with disabilities and social work: 

Historical and contemporary issues. Social Work, 41(1), 7-14.

• Mackelprang, R.W. (2010). Disability controversies: Past, present and future. Journal of 

Social Work in Disability & Rehabilitation, 9, 87–98.



Mesibov, G. Shea, V. & Shopler, E. (2005). The TEACCH approach in autism spectrum 

disorders. New York: Springer. 

Miles, S. & Ahuja, A. (2007). Learning from differences: Sharing international experiences in 

development in inclusive education.  In L. Florian (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of 

special education. (pp. 131-145). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Odom, Horner, Snell & Blacher (2007). The Construct of Developmental Disabilities in The 

Handbook of Developmental Disabilities, Guilford Press, New York, NY.

Ogden, L., McAllister C. & Neely-Barnes, S. (2017) Assessment of Integration of Disability 

Content into Social Work Education, Journal of Social Work in Disability & 

Rehabilitation, 16:3-4, 361-376

Reeve, D. (2008). Negotiating Disability in Everyday Life: The Experience of the 

Psycho-Emotional Dis-ablism, Lancaster University, Lancaster, PhD Thesis.

Reeve, D. (2012). Preparation for practice: Can philosophy have a place in helping 

students incorporate the social model of disability within their praxis? Social Work 

Education, 31(2), 227-234.

Selected References



Selected References

• Robertson, S.M. (2010). Neurodiversity, quality of life, and autistic adults: Shifting 

• research and professional focuses onto real-life challenges. Disability Studies 

Quarterly, 30 (1). Retrieved from: 

http:/www.dsqsds.org/article/view/1069/1234

• Salsberg, E., Quigley, L., Acquaviva, K., Wyche, K., & Sliwa, S. (2018). Results of 

the nationwide survey of 2017 social work graduates. The National Social 

Work Workforce Study. Retrieved from https://cswe.org/Centers-

Initiatives/Initiatives/National-Workforce-Initiative/Survey-of-2017-SW-

Grads-Report-FINAL.aspx

• Saleeby, D.  The Strengths Perspective in Social Work Practice: Extensions and 

Cautions, Social Work, Volume 41, Issue 3, 1 May 1996, Pages 296–305. 

Whitaker, T. & Arrington, P. (2008). Social workers at work: NASW membership 

workforce study. Washington, DC: National Association of Social Workers.

• Werner, S., & Grayzman, A. (2011). Factors influencing the intention of students to 

work with individuals with intellectual disabilities.  Research in 

Developmental Disabilities, 32, pp. 2502-2510.


