
english 416: topics in disability cultures

autism, culture, & representation

Instructor:
Melanie Yergeau
myergeau@umich.edu

Office hours: 
W 12-2pm & by appt.
Angell 4204

Fall 2013 
TTh 11:40-1:00
USB 2230
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Course description & objectives
Public discourse on autism has reached critical mass. It’s hard to open a newspaper, 
change a TV channel, or browse a Facebook profile without catching something about 
autism—the epidemic, the puzzles, the children, the charities, the discrimination. The 
CDC currently touts a 1 in 50 autism incidence rate; former Playboy bunnies claim that 
our government is poisoning children with heavy metals and dairy products; popular TV 
shows feature unemotional autistic characters with savant-like super powers; and 
college programs are molding the most autism-centric cohort of disability service 
professionals our country has seen to date. If we’re to believe anything we encounter in 
the media or popular literature, we can certainly believe that autism is everywhere and 
has the potential to touch anyone at any time.

With this supposed increase in autism has come an increase in texts about autism 
(across media, across genre), much of it volatile and emotionally charged. Our main 
objective in this class, then, is to consider the rhetorical import of these texts, to develop 
an understanding of autism as a complex and crucial part of the human experience, to 
examine the ways in which able-bodiedness (or neurotypicality) has become an 
invisible default. We’ll explore how the authors of these various texts aim to persuade an 
audience that their view is the most emotionally, ethically, or logically sound view.

To that end, we’ll also investigate the many important issues—legal, social, cultural, 
medical, political—currently at stake in the autism world. Throughout the term, we’ll 
continually engage popular, literary, and scholarly representations of autism in print, film, 
and the blogosphere in light of the following questions: 

• What does it mean to be an autistic person? 

• What does it mean to be an autism parent, professional, or advocate? 
• What does it mean to author autism?
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Course policies
Final versions of assignments must be 
turned in on time.  Late projects are subject to 
a penalty of one letter grade for each day late.  
Missing class or encountering technological 
misfortunes are not acceptable excuses for 
failing to meet a deadline. Save early and save 
often, and be sure to back up your work. I 
recommend that you save your work in two 
separate locations (e.g., save one copy to your 
external hard drive, and another copy on your 
home computer, a flash drive, or CD-ROM).

Copyright and fair use. Working in digital 
environments poses all sorts of new questions 
regarding copyright and intellectual property, 
and we will discuss these issues during our time 

together. While it is important to respect others’ 
intellectual property, it is equally important to 
assert the right to fair use granted you by 
copyright law. 

If you have any questions about copyright, 
intellectual property issues, or fair use, please 
don’t hesitate to ask.

Netiquette. Blogging and other social media 
will play an important role in this class. As 
such, you are expected to demonstrate 
professionalism and respect as you 
communicate with others in various online fora. 
You may certainly disagree with others in your 
online posts and comments, but, in general, 
you should treat classmates online as you 
would like to be treated in class. 

Additionally, I expect you to treat your 
assignments with the level of formality you 
would use in any class assignment. Please 
don’t write a blog post as you would write a 
text message.

Academic misconduct. Plagiarism is the 
unauthorized use of the words or ideas of 
another person. If you are found to have 
plagiarized, the English Department’s usual 
policy prescribes that you will fail the 
assignment and potentially the course, your 
case may be sent to the Assistant Dean of 
Student Affairs, and you may be placed on 
academic probation. Please read the English 
Department’s web page on plagiarism carefully 
as well as LSA’s policies on academic 
misconduct. If you have questions about how to 

Materials
Technology

• WordPress.com account (free)
• Headphones that cover your ears (not 

earbuds)
• 2 blank CDs or DVDs
• An external hard drive (preferable) or 

flash drive formatted for Mac OS (you’ll 
need at least 10GB of available space)

Texts

• Julia Bascom (Ed.)., Loud Hands: 
Autistic People, Speaking

• Sabina Berman, Me, Who Dove into the 
Heart of the World

• Mark Haddon, The Curious Incident of 
the Dog in the Night-Time

• Michael Scott Monje, Jr., Nothing Is Right

• Readings from CTools (print and bring to 
class)
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Accessibility statement

Accessibility and universal design are not simply topics of discussion 
or abstract concepts from our daily reading. They are as much lived 
actions as they are conceptual. As a result, with each project, I 
expect you to consider critically who your audience is and the ways in 
which your assignments make a statement, however implicitly, about 
how you enact accessibility and design in your everyday work.

For each assignment, you will be asked to provide textual 
descriptions of all visuals you submit, as well as captions for all video and audio content you create. 
Additionally, I hope that, in the course of our time together, we might invent or consider alternative 
ways of making our projects and in-class activities more accessible, or more universally designed. I 
certainly don’t have all the answers, and neither does any textbook.

reference material or what 
constitutes plagiarism, please 
come see me.

Attendance & tardiness. 
Attendance is essential to the 
success of this class. Therefore, 
each unexcused absence after 
two will result in the lowering of 
your final grade. Excused 
absences include those for 
documented illness, family 
tragedy, religious observance, or 
travel for inter-collegiate athletics. 
Five absences may result in 
failure for the course.

Whether you are excused or not, 
if you miss a class, you are 
expected to make up the work. 
This means, if you miss on a day 
that involves an in-class exercise, 
you must make arrangements to 
complete the exercise on your 
own time.  Additionally, I will count 
you as absent if you are more 
than 15 minutes late to class, 
sleeping, texting, emailing, and 
most especially, if you come to 
class unprepared to discuss the 
day’s assigned readings. I reserve 
the right to hold pop quizzes to 
spot check for preparedness.

Class cancellation policy. In the 
unlikely event of an emergency, I 
will contact you via email and 
request that a note on department 
letterhead be placed on the door.  
In addition, I will contact you as 

soon as possible following the 
cancellation to let you know what 
will be expected of you for our 
next class meeting.

Changes to the schedule. At 
any point throughout the 
semester, I reserve the right to 
make changes to our daily 
schedule. This generally happens 
when we fall behind due to 
inclement weather or other 
unforeseen circumstances.

Participation. Participation 
accounts for 5% of your final 
grade. Good participation includes 
coming to class on time, active 
listening, completing in-class 
activities, being prepared to 
contribute your views on the 
assigned reading, commenting on 
others’ blogs, showing a positive 
attitude, collaborating 
appropriately, and showing 
respect to your classmates and to 
me. If you have any concerns 
about how you might best 
participate in this class, please 
don’t hesitate to talk with me.
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Class blog: Neurodiversity Michigan
Blogging is going to play an important role in this class. 
The main goal of the blog assignment is to create a 
public resource for individuals in southeastern Michigan. 
As we’ll soon discuss, very little exists in the way of 
autism-positive material in our geographic region. As 
such, this collaborative project has the potential to serve 
a much-sought need in our community.

Your participation in this project will be manifold. 
Throughout the semester, you will be required to 

• write four individually-composed blog posts, of 
200-400 words, in response to course readings 

• look over and comment on one another’s posts as 
part of your preparation for class

• collaborate, in assigned teams, on the writing and 
design of blog pages (e.g., resources, interviews, 
mission statements, accessibility policies, etc.)

Most importantly, we will interact with Autistic bloggers 
and other disability rights activists via our blogs. It is my 
hope that, through these interactions, we can more 
holistically explore the autism politics and representation.

Assignments

A note about technology
You	  do	  not	  need	  previous	  experience	  with	  
video	  or	  image	  edi5ng	  technologies	  in	  order	  to	  
complete	  class	  projects;	  you	  will	  receive	  
necessary	  instruc5on	  and	  prac5ce	  during	  the	  
course	  of	  the	  semester.	  Please	  do	  note,	  
however,	  that	  we	  will	  only	  use	  iMovie,	  
Photoshop,	  and/or	  InDesign	  in	  this	  course.	  
Though	  you’re	  certainly	  free	  to	  explore	  and	  
use	  alterna5ve	  soDware,	  I	  will	  not	  be	  able	  to	  
assist	  you	  in	  using	  other	  programs—the	  
responsibility	  for	  learning	  and	  troubleshoo5ng	  
will	  fall	  on	  you.

CLASS
BLOG

ARTIFACT 
OFFERING

ESSAY 
#1

ESSAY 
#2

MULTIMEDIA
PSA

CLASS 
PARTICIPATION

25% 15% 15% 15% 25% 5%
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You do not need any experience with blogging to do 
well on these assignments. You might consider these 
assignments to be somewhat like short response 
papers, with the added benefit of being able to 
comment on one another’s writing, as well as the ability 
to insert hyperlinks, videos, images, or sound clips into 
your responses. 

You will be provided with more detailed writing prompts 
as the semester progresses.

Artifact offering (500 words + 5-7min presentation)
You will each sign up to bring in one artifact for offering, 
and you will present your artifact to the class and write 
a short, critical response on our class blog.  Think of 
the artifact offering as a kind of "contemplative warm 
up" to begin class each day.  Plan to spend about five 
to seven minutes sharing this artifact with classmates 
and talking about some of the questions that brought 
you to this artifact or that the artifact raises for you.

Your artifacts should come from the world around you 
and they should, of course, be related to autism in 
some way – to our work or conversations this semester.  
Some ideas: a text that you ran into recently, some 
choice quotation, an advertisement, song lyrics, TV 
show, film, media character, newspaper story on a real 
person or event, a toy, a moment in your own reality . . . 
the possibilities are endless.  You might also think of 
offering an artifact that might in some way connect to 
your major field of study or to your own experience of/
with disability.  5% is for the in-class presentation; 10% 
for the critical response posted on the class blog.

Two analytical essays (5-6 pages each)
You will compose two analytical essays that examine 
the rhetorical moves, structures, and representations in 
our class readings. In the first essay, you will position 
yourself in the field of Critical Autism Studies. Drawing 
both from texts we’ve encountered in class and those 
beyond, you will articulate what, exactly, the field 
represents and how you find yourself—and others—
existing within it.

The second will focus explicitly on one or more of our 
full-length texts:

• Curious Incident
• Nothing Is Right
• Me, Who Dove Into the Heart of the World
• Loud Hands

Both of these essays afford you the opportunity to put 
our discussions into context, to consider the ethics of 
representing autism and autistic people. 

Public service announcement
1. Proposal (2 double-spaced pages) 

2. Video PSA (60-150 seconds) OR a graphic/

textual PSA suite (e.g., a series of poster ads 

or 2 tri-fold brochures) 

3. Presentation 

4. Letter 
This project offers an opportunity to translate your 
growing understanding of autism/autistic discourses 
from criticism into practice and to share your work with 
the local community. You will propose, compose, 
analyze, and present a PSA of your own creation and 
then share your project with the class.

Additionally, you will be expected to attach a brief letter 
to your project in which you explain your rhetorical 
choices and reflect on what you’ve learned.  You’ll 
receive further guidelines later this semester.
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LSA Instructional Support Services
LSA Instructional Support Services provides equipment 
and technical support to students enrolled in LSA 
classes. ISS operates three centers where students may 
check out AV equipment ffor short-term loans:

Mason Checkout Center
G340 Mason Hall
Hours: 8am-10pm, M-Th; 8am-5pm, F

Dennison Checkout Center
267 Dennison Hall
Hours: 8am-5pm, M-F

Media Center
2001 Modern Languages Building 
Hours: 8am-10pm, M-Th;
9am-5pm, F

To check out equipment, you must provide a U-M ID, 
along with a course title and number to support your 
student status.  While walk-in service is available, they 
strongly recommend that you reserve equipment a week 
or two in advance. You can contact ISS at (734) 
615-0100 or email them at lsa-iss-
reservations@umich.edu.

Accessibility & accommodations
Services for Students with Disabilities, located in G-664 
Haven Hall, offers services for students with documented 
disabilities. With or without documentation, it is my intent 
to make our learning experience as accessible as 
possible. With documentation, I am especially interested 
in providing any accommodations that have probably 
been best determined by the student and an SSD 
counselor in advance. Regardless of whether or not you 
are registered with SSD, please let me know what we 
can do to maximize your learning potential, participation, 
and general access in this course. You can contact SSD 
at (734) 763-3000 or http://ssd.umich.edu/.

Writing Center
The Sweetland Center for Writing is available to provide 
free writing tutoring and consultation during any stage of 
the writing process. Services include face-to-face 
tutorials in 1310 North Quad and online tutorials. You can 
contact Sweetland at (734) 764-0429 or http://
www.lsa.umich.edu/sweetland/. 

Resources
for navigating ENG 416

Click here for 
computer lab 
locations & 
hours
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LH	  =	  Loud	  Hands	  anthology

SCHEDULE

Topics/Activities Reading	  Due Assignments	  Due

Week	  1:	  What	  is	  autism?Week	  1:	  What	  is	  autism?Week	  1:	  What	  is	  autism?Week	  1:	  What	  is	  autism?

T	  9/3 Introductions
Course	  overview

Th	  9/5 Competing	  de9initions
Blog	  setup

Introduce	  Blog	  Project:	  
Neurodiversity	  Michigan

Chew	  &	  Raymaker,	  “10	  Autism	  
Controversies”
DSM-‐IV	  entries
Kapp	  &	  Ne’eman,	  “ASD	  in	  DSM-‐5”

Walker,	  “Throw	  Away	  the	  Master’s	  
Tools”	  (pp.	  225-‐237)	  (LH)

Week	  2:	  Terministic	  screensWeek	  2:	  Terministic	  screensWeek	  2:	  Terministic	  screensWeek	  2:	  Terministic	  screens

T	  9/10 Artifact	  sign-‐up
Autism	  and/as	  rhetoric

Burke,	  “Terministic	  Screens”	  

Broderick,	  “Autism	  as	  Rhetoric”

Introductions	  due	  on	  blog

Th	  9/12 What	  is	  disability	  studies?
a/Autistic

Teamwork:	  Blog	  project

Straus,	  “Autism	  as	  Culture”
Ne’eman,	  “The	  Future	  (and	  Past)	  of	  Autism	  
Advocacy”	  (pp.	  88-‐97)	  (LH)

Week	  3:	  Disability	  politicsWeek	  3:	  Disability	  politicsWeek	  3:	  Disability	  politicsWeek	  3:	  Disability	  politics
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T	  9/17 The	  meaning	  and	  the	  practice	  
of	  self-‐advocacy

Teamwork:	  Workshop

Sequenzia,	  “Why	  Autism	  Speaks	  Hurts	  
Us”	  (p.	  275-‐278)	  (LH)

Baggs,	  “The	  Meaning	  of	  Self-‐Advocacy”	  (pp.	  
315-‐319)	  (LH)

Baggs,	  “Untitled”	  (pp.	  324-‐334)	  (LH)

Draft	  of	  blog	  pages	  due

Th	  9/19 Vaccines	  &	  biomed
Introduce	  Essay	  #1

Wallace,	  “An	  Epidemic	  of	  Fear”
Selections	  from	  McCarthy’s	  Mother	  Warriors
Rethinking	  Autism	  (6	  short	  videos	  total)

Week	  4:	  OppressionWeek	  4:	  OppressionWeek	  4:	  OppressionWeek	  4:	  Oppression

T	  9/24 Systemic	  violence Gross,	  “Killing	  Words”	  (pp.	  238-‐240)	  (LH)
Harp,	  “Connecting	  Dots”	  (pp.	  256-‐257)	  (LH)

Silberman,	  “Autism	  Awareness	  Is	  Not	  
Enough”	  (pp.	  358-‐390)	  (LH)

Revision	  of	  blog	  pages	  due

Th	  9/26 Language	  &	  embodiment Gross,	  “Metaphor	  Stole	  My	  Autism”	  (pp.	  
258-‐274)	  (LH)

Sinclair,	  “Why	  I	  Dislike	  ‘Person	  First’	  
Language”	  (p.	  223-‐224)	  (LH)

Heilker,	  “Autism,	  Rhetoric,	  and	  Whiteness”

Week	  5:	  (Mis)representationWeek	  5:	  (Mis)representationWeek	  5:	  (Mis)representationWeek	  5:	  (Mis)representation

T	  10/1 Representation	  and	  self-‐
representation
Access

Montgomery,	  “Critic	  of	  the	  Dawn”	  (pp.	  
71-‐87)	  (LH)

View	  Baggs’	  In	  My	  Language

Access	  readings	  TBD
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Th	  10/3 NO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Respond	  virtually
Read	  the	  following:

• Read:	  D.J.	  Savarese,	  “Communicate	  with	  Me”
• Ralph	  Savarese,	  “To	  Persevere”	  and	  “You’re	  Adopting	  Whom?”
• Murray,	  “Autism	  Functions”

Respond	  with	  a	  blog	  post

NO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Respond	  virtually
Read	  the	  following:

• Read:	  D.J.	  Savarese,	  “Communicate	  with	  Me”
• Ralph	  Savarese,	  “To	  Persevere”	  and	  “You’re	  Adopting	  Whom?”
• Murray,	  “Autism	  Functions”

Respond	  with	  a	  blog	  post

NO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Respond	  virtually
Read	  the	  following:

• Read:	  D.J.	  Savarese,	  “Communicate	  with	  Me”
• Ralph	  Savarese,	  “To	  Persevere”	  and	  “You’re	  Adopting	  Whom?”
• Murray,	  “Autism	  Functions”

Respond	  with	  a	  blog	  post

Week	  6:	  GenderWeek	  6:	  GenderWeek	  6:	  GenderWeek	  6:	  Gender

T	  10/8 (Whose)	  theory	  of	  mind?

Cognitive	  essentialism

Baron-‐Cohen,	  “Essential	  Difference:	  The	  
Male	  and	  Female	  Brain”
Smukler,	  “Unauthorized	  Minds”

Essay	  #1	  due

Th	  10/10 Infantilization

Ableism

Introduce	  Essay	  #2

Duffy	  &	  Dorner,	  “The	  Pathos	  of	  
Mindblindness”
View	  Autism	  Support	  Group
Stevenson	  et	  al.,	  Infantilizing	  Autism

Week	  7:	  Autism	  in/and/as	  literatureWeek	  7:	  Autism	  in/and/as	  literatureWeek	  7:	  Autism	  in/and/as	  literatureWeek	  7:	  Autism	  in/and/as	  literature

T	  10/15 NO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Fall	  breakNO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Fall	  breakNO	  CLASS	  -‐	  Fall	  break

Th	  10/17 Is	  this	  “real”?

Revisiting	  blog	  pages

Haddon,	  Curious	  Incident Ideas	  for	  Team	  Blog	  Reviews	  
due

Week	  8:	  Film	  and	  new	  mediaWeek	  8:	  Film	  and	  new	  mediaWeek	  8:	  Film	  and	  new	  mediaWeek	  8:	  Film	  and	  new	  media

T	  10/22 View	  Temple	  Grandin selections	  from	  Grandin’s	  Thinking	  in	  
Pictures
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Th	  10/24 View	  selections	  from	  
Wretches	  &	  Jabberers

Discuss	  TG	  and	  W&J

Week	  9:	  (Special)	  educationWeek	  9:	  (Special)	  educationWeek	  9:	  (Special)	  educationWeek	  9:	  (Special)	  education

T	  10/29 Revisiting	  ABA
The	  construct	  of	  “support”

Bascom,	  “Quiet	  Hands”	  (pp.	  177-‐182)	  (LH)

Sequenzia,	  “Non-‐Speaking,	  ‘Low-‐
Functioning’”	  (pp.	  159-‐161)	  (LH)

Grace,	  “Autistic	  Community	  and	  
Culture”	  (pp.	  141-‐147)	  (LH)

Th	  10/31 Diagnosis	  &	  retrodiagnosis Monje,	  Nothing	  Is	  Right,	  chs.	  1-‐4	  

Week	  10:	  Autism/Autistic	  YictionWeek	  10:	  Autism/Autistic	  YictionWeek	  10:	  Autism/Autistic	  YictionWeek	  10:	  Autism/Autistic	  Yiction

T	  11/5 Social	  norms/norming	  the	  
social

Introduce	  PSA	  project

Monje,	  Nothing	  Is	  Right,	  chs.	  5-‐7

Th	  11/7 Experiencing	  autism/norming	  
the	  autism	  experience

Monje,	  Nothing	  Is	  Right,	  chs.	  8-‐end

Week	  11:	  ParentingWeek	  11:	  ParentingWeek	  11:	  ParentingWeek	  11:	  Parenting

T	  11/12 Autism	  and	  parenting
Introduce	  PSA	  assignment

Sinclair,	  “Don’t	  Mourn	  for	  Us”	  (pp.	  15-‐21)	  
(LH)

Sicile-‐Kira,	  “The	  Real	  World	  of	  Autism:	  The	  
Refrigerator	  Mother	  Club”

Murphy,	  “Proverbs	  13:24”

Cevik,	  “Intersections	  Like	  Me”
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Th	  11/14 What	  is	  voice?

Proposal	  workshop

Berman,	  Me,	  Who	  Dove	  into	  the	  Heart	  of	  the	  
World,	  chs.	  1-‐9

Week	  12:	  Autistic	  geographiesWeek	  12:	  Autistic	  geographiesWeek	  12:	  Autistic	  geographiesWeek	  12:	  Autistic	  geographies

T	  11/19 Mapping	  autism Berman,	  Me,	  Who	  Dove	  into	  the	  Heart	  of	  the	  
World,	  chs.	  9-‐end

Proposals	  due

Th	  11/21 Neurocosmopolitanism Savarese,	  “Toward	  a	  Postcolonial	  
Neurology”
Mukhopadhyay,	  “Five	  Poems”

Essay	  #2	  due

Week	  13:	  StudioWeek	  13:	  StudioWeek	  13:	  StudioWeek	  13:	  Studio

T	  11/26 Studio	  time

Th	  11/28 NO	  CLASSNO	  CLASSNO	  CLASS

Week	  14:	  Toward	  an	  empathetic	  scholarshipWeek	  14:	  Toward	  an	  empathetic	  scholarshipWeek	  14:	  Toward	  an	  empathetic	  scholarshipWeek	  14:	  Toward	  an	  empathetic	  scholarship

T	  12/3 Studio	  time
Workshop

Th	  12/5 Presentations

Week	  15Week	  15Week	  15Week	  15

T	  12/10 Presentations
The	  Blog:	  Futures?

PSA	  due	  on	  DVD	  or	  CD
Outstanding	  Blog	  items	  due
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