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ABSTRACT 

 

Depictions of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in film and television are laden with 

misconceptions and stereotypes—including universal savantism, parental panic, and a 

presumed lack of social skills. Arguably, these misconceptions result from an 

overemphasis on what is known as neurotypicality, as opposed to recognizing what is 

known as neurodiversity. This thesis asks what the advantages and disadvantages of 

greater participation from writers and actors with ASD would be. 
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Chapter I: Introduction and Literature Review 

1. Neurotypical Target Audience 

In the past decade, there has been a notable increase in several popular media forms that 

feature prominent characters who are atypical. The word atypical simply means irregular or 

unusual, but is now commonly used to refer to individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD). This new media places ASD in the public spotlight, but the spotlight is not always 

beneficial for the atypical community. The depictions put a great emphasis on awareness, but not 

on acceptance. Individuals with the disability play little to no role in the creation of these 

programs, since the producers, writers, and actors playing the atypical characters are 

neurotypical, meaning that they are not on the autism spectrum.  

This lack of individuals with ASD in the production process has led to several 

misconceptions about what an atypical life actually entails. As Allison More (2019) states, 

“despite the proliferation of images of autism, the meanings ascribed to the condition, especially 

in popular culture, have become restricted rather than multiplied” (Moore 2019, 300). The plots 

often focus on the perspective of peers and family members and the frustration and emotional 

turmoil associated with the presence of someone with the disability—rather than focusing on the 

perspective of someone with the disability itself. These depictions further present the disorder as 

strange and bizarre, featuring ASD as a type of modern-day side show. Considering this common 

plot choice across programs, the target audiences appear to be neurotypical viewers. As Avery 

Holton (2013) notes, “Creators of popular culture who refuse to recognize or incorporate the 

perspectives of the disabled cast the disabled as unfit for the role” (Holton 2013, 48). Thus, the 

ASD voice has been silenced. 



2 

 

In many examples of such media, the behaviors and personalities of characters with ASD 

are stereotyped and oversimplified. These characters speak in a monotonic, computer-like voice, 

are incapable of feeling empathy, and lack the most basic social skills. A neurotypical viewer, 

with little to no experience interacting with someone who is atypical, may thus develop a warped 

view of the disability. This warped view includes the illusion that everyone with the disorder is 

the same. In particular these depictions present these characters as dull, insensitive, and socially 

awkward.  

The truth is that autism exists on a spectrum, meaning that each person with ASD has 

different characteristics, personalities, strengths, and weaknesses. While the media conveys one 

specific personality type, the reality is that there is a variety and diversity of autistic 

personalities. A common saying among the atypical community is that, “when you meet one 

person with autism, you’ve met one person with autism.” As Moore observes “This saying 

highlights the complexity and diversity of experiences of autistic people and reminds us that, as 

autism exists on a spectrum, there are no two autistic individuals alike” (Moore 2019, 313). 

Unfortunately, when the disability is depicted in the media, the portrayals are usually identical, 

uniform, and therefore overgeneralized and oversimplified. These depictions are not necessarily 

inaccurate—though there are certainly examples of stereotypes and exaggerations that will be 

discussed later in this thesis—but that they fail to show the variety of individuals with the 

disorder. Holton states that “As such, the existing views of society are frequently grafted onto 

disability forming misrepresentations that serve to alleviate societal fears while alienating 

disability” (Holton 2013, 47). The media does not recognize the diversity of the autistic 

community, but instead focuses on a narrow and biased perception. 



3 

2. Neurodiversity

This question of how ASD should be depicted in the media is part of a much larger, and 

ongoing, debate regarding how the atypical community should be viewed in society as a whole. 

There are those who view ASD as a type of social illness and advocate for more scientific 

research on the disability, usually with the hope of finding its causes and possibly even a cure. 

This mentality is known as neurotypicality. Neurotypicality is the belief that having a 

neurotypical mind is both the normal and preferred way of existing in the world. This mindset 

views those who are atypical as abnormal and defective. Neurotypically is a subset of a mentality 

known as ableism. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines ableism as, “discrimination or 

prejudice against individuals with disabilities” (“Ableism”). In contrast, there are self-advocates 

and allies who strongly believe that living on the autistic spectrum is simply another way of 

viewing the world. They advocate for more acceptance, accommodations, and an embrace of 

neurodiversity. 

Neurodiversity is the belief that there is no single perspective or way of existing in the 

world. Self-advocate Jac den Houting notes that “My whole life up to that point [receiving an 

ASD diagnosis] finally made sense. My paradigm about myself shifted. I wasn’t a failed 

neurotypical person. I was a perfectly good autistic person” (den Houting 2019). Whereas the 

current system views neurotypicals as the standard and atypicals as lacking, a society based on 

neurodiversity recognizes and accommodates those who are atypical as just as vital as their 

neurotypical peers. Holton observes that “ASD self-advocates have urged less apprehension and 

more acceptance, embracing ASD diagnoses as a normal part of individuals’ neurological 

makeup” (Holton 2013, 49). Because the present society has been slow to embrace 
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neurodiversity, individuals with the disability often find themselves alienated and without a 

voice. 

In a world dominated by neurotypicality, there are only a handful of public figures with 

ASD represented in the media. Such limitations have consequences since young people, 

especially those in marginalized communities, need role models to look up to and be inspired by. 

The atypical community is no exception. As Andrea MacLeoud, Ann Lewis, and Christopher 

Robertson (2013) state, “Young people also need to have exposure to positive role models to 

promote a positive view of the ‘autistic identity’ so that identification with this group can be self-

affirming rather than damaging” (MacLeoud et al. 2013, 47). In contrast, the media features the 

disability as a spectacle. There is no concern for the autistic identity or offering more viewers 

with the disorder a character that they can actually identify with. As Holton notes, “The 

incorporation of disability into cultural discourse by means of secondary sources, or those 

without disability, certainly engages an elevated interest in disability but at the risk of alienating 

those who are actually disabled” (Holton 2013, 46). By not offering role models, neurotypical 

based media implies that individuals on the spectrum are incapable of articulating or even 

comprehending their condition. 

The neurodiversity ideology is consistent with the research of Anne Marie Callus (2019) 

and her theory of the “cloak of incompetence”: 

People with intellectual disability are therefore metaphorically cloaked in incompetence, 

because it is wrongly assumed that the difficulties they face can be explained as being a 

direct result of their cognitive impairments, and that none of these difficulties are created 

through social and cultural factors. (Callus 181, 2019) 
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People with ASD often encounter limitations by neurotypicals who underestimate their ability. 

Because of these limitations, atypical students receive a poor education, and therefore less 

postsecondary opportunities are available for them. As of 2017, atypical students only made up 

1-2% of college students and had a graduation rate of 41% (Cox and South 2017). As of 2018, 

roughly 141,000 disabled workers made less then minimum wage (Autistic Self Advocacy 

Network 2018, 12). And the results of these limitations can be catastrophic. As self-advocate 

Carrie Beckwith-Fellows observes “Autistic people have a life expectancy of ten years less than 

their peers. Ten years. And the number one cause of death is suicide” (Beckwith-Fellows 2017). 

The challenges atypical individuals experience are not the results of their disability, but the 

bigotry of a society rooted in neurotypicality.  

Recognizing neurodiversity gives individuals with ASD a voice and the opportunity to 

share their experience. Having the autistic voice provides hope and the knowledge that their 

diagnosis is nothing to be ashamed of. Celebrating the success of autistics professionals could 

have pervasive results and change the stigma around the disability. MacLeoud et al. state that 

“Receiving a diagnosis of autism too often means having to navigate through generalised 

information written by non-autistic professionals. The individual is then left unsupported in their 

efforts to apply this information to themselves in a meaningful way” (MacLeoud et al. 2013, 47). 

As this thesis will argue, this emphasis on “non-autistic professionals” has particular 

consequences when it comes to current media depictions of characters with ASD. 

The time has come for society to embrace neurodiversity and allow individuals with ASD 

to tell their own stories. 
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3. Parental Panic

In addition to overgeneralized and oversimplified depictions of people with ASD, the 

lackluster and limited portrayals in the media are influenced by the fact that the perspective most 

often presented is of the parents. The parents are shown as victims, poor souls that have been 

troubled with a wild and disturbed child. In these media depictions, atypical children are blamed 

as the root cause of their family’s stress. 

The fact of the matter is that more and more people, from all walks of life, are being 

diagnosed with ASD. The myth that an atypical individual is tragic and burdensome for their 

family must be discredited. This message that the disability devastates families has 

consequences. Most damaging of all is that audience members on the spectrum could develop the 

mindset that their family views them as irritating and strange. In her blog, self-advocate 

Cassandra Crosman notes the following: 

For much too long, I believed that my autism was the problem. That as long as I didn’t 

“act” autistic, I could be “normal” and make friends. But of course, trying to be like other 

people only made my own problems worse. I had a very low self esteem and believed 

that I needed to be “fixed,” or “cured” of what made me different. (Crosman 2019) 

Having the mentality that they are outcasts in society, and even in their own families, can lead to 

feelings of depression and self-loathing. 

4. Autistic Savant

Many media depictions of ASD—and other neurodiverse people—focus on the 

commonly used character trope of the autistic savant. The autistic savant possesses genius level 
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skills and knowledge in one specific area, yet is significantly delayed mentally and emotionally 

in everything outside their area of expertise. Moore observes the following: 

Savantism is now so synonymous with autism that, even in films and television 

programmes where there is no explicit reference to a diagnosis of autism, a character’s 

savant abilities are taken as shorthand for a diagnosis. (Moore 2019, 301) 

The overuse of the autistic savant character trope can be problematic in two ways. First of all, it 

implies that atypical individuals are of value if, and only if, their one talent is considered useful 

by society. Secondly, it creates the illusion that all individuals with the disability are savants. In 

reality, having the disorder does not make one any more likely to have savant abilities than not 

having the disorder does. 

The idea of the autistic savant originated in the motion picture Rain Man (1988). The film 

focuses on the neurodiverse brother relationship between Raymond and Charlie Babbitt. 

Raymond, the older and atypical brother played by Dustin Hoffman, is a genius at mathematics. 

He can solve advance equations in his head and is able to quickly identify the exact number of 

toothpicks that fell on to the floor at a restaurant. His math skills are limited to equations, 

however, since he does not understand the concept of money. Despite the fact that he is a grown 

man, Raymond behaves like a toddler. While he is verbal, he can barely carry on a conversation. 

He also insists on sticking to a strict daily routine that can trigger a panic attack if broken. While 

Hoffman’s performance is an accurate portrayal of an individual with ASD, the error is in the 

film’s heavy emphasis on savantism. Callus states the following: 

Dustin Hoffman’s portrayal of a person with savant syndrome is realistic insofar as there 

are people on the autism spectrum who have exceptional gifts in one area while 
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experiencing significant developmental difficulties in other areas, but they are exceptions. 

(Callus 2019, 189) 

Consequently, most depictions of atypical individuals in the media since the release of Rain 

Man, have emulated the autistic savant trope. 

A current example of the autistic savant is in the television drama The Good Doctor 

(2017-Present). The program’s protagonist, Dr. Shaun Murphy, is an excellent surgeon. He 

possesses encyclopedic like knowledge of medical conditions and has a photographic memory, 

but lacks vital social skills. He speaks in a monotone, almost computer like, voice and is 

incapable of feeling empathy. This type of behavior is what Moore refers to as, “the metaphor of 

autism as computer or machine” (Moore 2019, 305-306). While Shaun’s colleagues recognize 

his medical skills, they are usually more frustrated with his difficulties in communicating. Moore 

observes that this depiction illustrates ASD as “alien or ‘other worldly’ and, in so doing, as not 

fully human” (Moore 2019, 301). In exaggerating both the strengths and weaknesses that come 

with living on the spectrum, an audience with little knowledge of the disability is doomed to 

develop a grotesque misunderstanding of the ASD community. 

5. Muted Group Theory

The Muted Group Theory (MGT) will be helpful in analyzing how the ASD voice has 

been silenced in the media. MGT, which found its origins in the research of Edwin Ardener 

(1975) and Shirley Ardener (1978)—and was later developed by Cheris Kramarae (1981)—

explains how language is designed to benefit the advantaged class, leaving the disadvantaged 

class lacking the language to express their experiences. As Richard L. West and Lynn H. Turner 

(2018) notes, “MGT argues that any speaker would be inarticulate if there were no words in their 
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language to describe their thoughts” (West and Turner 2018, 501). The theory has been used 

primarily to examine how the patriarchy has used language to silence women, but can be used to 

study the disadvantages of any marginalized population. In the case of neurotypicality, the 

neurotypical population is the advantaged group and the atypical population is the disadvantaged 

group. 

Ironically, the ASD voice is excluded in the ASD narrative. As Adam Jarowski (1988) 

observes “silence is oppressive when it is characteristic of a dominated group, and when the 

group is not allowed to break its silence by its own choice or by any means of any media 

controlled by the power group” (Jarowski 1988). As mentioned earlier, atypical characters are 

usually played by neurotypical actors. The stories around these characters focus on the 

perspective of the parents and are centered around the exaggerated strangeness of living on the 

spectrum. This proscription is harmful for the atypical viewer who stumbles on these programs. 

If they lack connections with and resources from other individuals with the disability, they are 

left with a misguided and grotesque message about how they should view themselves. Marsha 

Houston and Cheris Kramarae (1991) state the following: 

In our personal lives also the power to silence another is not simply the power to prevent 

her talk; it is also the power to shape and control her talk, to restrict the things that she 

may talk about and the ways she is permitted to express them, to permit her to speak, but 

to suppress her authentic voice. (Houston and Kramarae 1991, 389)   

In addition to silencing the disadvantaged group, the advantaged group devalues and punishes 

any attempt of self-advocacy. Cheris Kramarae (2005) notes the following: 
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Muted group theory suggests that people attached or assigned to subordinate groups may 

have a lot to say, but they tend to have relatively little power to say it without getting into 

a lot of trouble. Their speech is disrespected by those in the dominant positions; their 

knowledge is not considered sufficient for public decision-making or policy making 

processes of that culture; their experiences are interpreted for them by others; and they 

are encouraged to see themselves as represented in the dominant discourse. The theory 

further suggests that an important way that a group maintains its dominance is by stifling 

and belittling the speech and ideas of those they label as outside the privileged circle. 

(Kramarae 2005, 55) 

The ability to rise from marginalization and articulate one’s experience opens the door for new 

ideas and attitudes. In addition, the oppressed will gain feelings of release and empowerment. 

Houston and Kramarae observe that “Breaking out of silence means more than being empowered 

to speak or to write, it also means controlling the form as well as the content of one's own 

communication, the power to develop and to share one's own unique voice” (Houston and 

Kramarae 1991, 389). Marginalized communities must resist the advantaged group’s attempt to 

silence them. That is why ASD representation in the media is so crucial. 

6. Final Summary

In reviewing the published literature, we can see how individuals with ASD have been 

silenced by neurotypicality, particularly in the media. Atypical individuals are portrayed at 

strange and burdensome. The disability is shown from the parents’ perspective, usually with the 

disorder as tragic and the cause of dysfunction. When ASD is shown in a positive way, the 

portrayals are usually represented with the autistic savant character trope. This trope not only 
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suggests that atypical people only have value in one area, but also shows an exaggerated and 

inaccurate view of the disability as a whole.  

In analyzing some key examples of current media, this thesis argues that if a greater 

emphasis were placed on neurodiversity and if more people with ASD were involved in the 

production of these programs, there would be a more authentic and less problematic portrayal of 

atypical individuals. Finally, this thesis will use MGT for its methodology to analyze the 

televisions dramas Parenthood (2010-2015) and Atypical (2017-2021). This thesis will also 

provide an epilogue on self-empowerment and self-advocates.     
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Chapter II: Parenthood 

As the title indicates, parenthood is the central focus of this television program’s plot. 

Parenthood ran for six seasons on NBC, premiering on March 2, 2010 (“Parenthood: Season 1 

Episodes List”) and concluding on January 29, 2015 (“Parenthood: Season 6 Episodes List”).  

The series follows the lives of the Bravermans, a large close-knit family divided into five family 

units. The show explores the lives of three generations: grandparents, parents, and children. ASD 

is just one of several topics that is addressed in Parenthood’s six seasons. For the purpose of this 

thesis, the characters who will be analyzed are Adam, his wife Kristina, their daughter Haddie, 

and their atypical son Max. 

 The first season focuses on the tension and anxiety that Adam and Kristina experience 

upon receiving Max’s diagnosis and learning how to raise a child with ASD. Max is diagnosed 

as atypical in the second episode. At the beginning of the episode, Adam and Kristina are 

frustrated with Max because he insists on going to school dressed as a pirate. As Adam states, 

“Kids are going to think he’s a freak. How’s he gonna make any friends? Now, I knew kids like 

that when I was at school. Once you’re a freak, you’re always a freak” (“Man Versus Possum”). 

Calling Max a freak is clearly an awful way to describe one’s child. One could argue that Adam 

is not calling Max a freak, but is saying that the other students will call him a freak. While this is 

true, it cannot be ignored that Adam is trying to oppress Max’s free spirit, in order for him to 

conform to social standards. He is also describing Max as the problem as opposed to potential 

bullies. Kristina, too, seems to have difficulties with Max’s identity: she responds that she “deals 

with this every single day” (“Man Versus Possum”). The use of the word “deals” conveys an 

extra layer of negative connotation, suggesting that Max is primarily a problem. Adam and 
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Kristina are hoping to cease Max’s atypical behavior with the hopes that he will behave in a 

more neurotypical way. Such motive is a prime example of what neurotypicality looks like. 

When Kristina first suggests that Max might have ASD, Adam dismisses the possibility. 

He compares Max to the atypical son of their neighbors, the Lessings. The son is simply referred 

to as the “Lessing kid”. This character not having any identity other than the “Lessing Kid” is a 

small example of a much greater issue with Parenthood. The program is placing more attention 

on the parents of children with the disability than the disabled characters. The disorder is shown 

from the parents’ perspective and not the perspective of those with the disorder. Adam also flaps 

his hand when he refers to the “Lessing kid” imitating and derogating the child’s behavior. The 

fact that Adam goes out of his way to mimic an autistic child flapping his hands is problematic in 

two ways. First of all, implying that someone flapping their hands is unacceptable is a form of 

neurotypicality because such belief is shaming autistic behavior. Secondly, a neurotypical man 

imitating an atypical child is a form of mockery and ridicule. 

Flapping hands, fidgeting, and rocking back and forth are actually examples of what is 

known as stimming. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines stimming as: 

[A] self-stimulatory behavior that is marked by a repetitive action or movement of the 

body (such as repeatedly tapping on objects or the ears, snapping the fingers, blinking the 

eyes, rocking from side to side, or grunting) and is typically associated with certain 

conditions (such as autism spectrum disorder). (“Stimming”) 

Individuals with ASD stim as a way to relieve anxiety, express excitement, or helps one to 

concentrate. Stimming is a behavior that is discouraged and even punished in neurotypical 

households and class rooms. As Crosman notes, “It is hard for many of us to sit still and have 
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‘quiet hands’ for long periods of time without being allowed to stim. Being punished for autistic 

behaviors such as stimming is ableist, because we cannot control these and should not be 

expected to” (Crosman 2019). Adam comparing Max to other atypical children is bad enough, 

since, as we noted earlier, not everyone with the disability is the same. Adding to this narrow 

mindset, Adam’s view of stimming as something that is unacceptable shows a disdain for 

neurodiversity. He does not consider that stimming is helpful for people with the disorder. 

Because he does not understand stimming, he rejects it, without taking the time to learn about the 

benefits.   

When Max is diagnosed with ASD later in the episode, the family is devastated. Upon 

receiving the diagnosis, both Adam and Kristina have morose expressions while the camera 

zooms in on them. Adam asks the doctor, “So how long is this going to take?” (“Man Versus 

Possum”). When the doctor does not understand his question, Adam goes on to ask, “Just to get 

him through this. Get him back on track” (“Man Versus Possum”). The doctor informs Adam, 

“Okay, unfortunately, there is no cure for [ASD]. It is a syndrome that he will always have” 

(“Man Versus Possum”). One would think that getting diagnosed with ASD is the equivalent of 

receiving a cancer diagnosis. First of all, just because one is atypical does not mean they are sick. 

Having ASD just means that they process the world around them differently than someone who 

is neurotypical. Secondly, receiving the official diagnosis does not change anything about the 

person in question. Quite the contrary, the diagnosis provides an explanation for who they are 

and how they exist in the world. If anything, receiving a diagnosis should be a relief, not a 

tragedy.  
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The parents are not the only ones burdened by Max’s ASD. After Max is expelled from 

school for breaking a fish tank, it implies that this incident was the result of a severe panic attack, 

Adam and Kristina meet with the principal of a special school in which they plan to enroll Max. 

This meeting causes them to miss Haddie’s soccer game. Later that evening when Adam goes to 

comfort her, Haddie laments that for most of her time as an older sister, Max’s needs were 

always placed before her’s. As Haddie observes “He knocked over the cake at my tenth birthday 

because he was afraid of the candles. We had to change rooms because he couldn’t be by the air 

conditioner. Whenever he wants to watch TV, we all have to give up. It’s like—it’s never-

ending. And ever since I can remember it’s been all about Max” (“The Deep End of the Pool”). 

This scene implies that atypical children are a burden to their siblings, in addition to their 

parents. Any parent who has multiple children knows that part of parenthood involves balancing 

out time for each child. Struggling to find that balance is not something that is unique to parents 

of disabled children. Yes, there might be specific needs that are unique to a child’s disorder, but 

having unique needs does not change the fact that all siblings find themselves competing for 

attention. We should also note that this conflict could have easily been avoided. Kristina could 

have met with the principal while Adam attended the soccer game. 

The first season also addresses the issue of false inclusion. After running into his old little 

league team, Max is invited to rejoin the team. During the first game after he returns, we see that 

all that Max is required to do is stand on the field. The other players will take care of catching 

the ball, even when Max is perfectly capable of catching it himself. Inviting an individual who is 

atypical to be part of a group, but restricting them from actually participating is not inclusion. At 

the following game, when Max’s teammate tries to catch the ball coming in Max’s direction, 
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Max insists that they let him catch it. Max succeeds, wins the game for the team, and is 

celebrated by his teammates. While seeing Max stand up for himself and prove his skill is nice to 

see, one might wonder what would have happened if Max did not catch the ball. 

Later in the season, Adam’s sister and brother-in-law, Julia and Joel, are worried about 

their daughter’s, Sydney’s, attachment to a rubber band ball and fear that she might have ASD. 

Julia consults Kristina about this, Kristina gives her the number for Max’s psychologist. Kristina 

later confides in Adam that she felt glad about the idea of having another atypical member of the 

family. She tells Adam, “What would be so wrong with having somebody else in the family like 

Max…he would be less isolated” (“Rubber Band Ball”). Having multiple family member with 

the same disability is not something that one needs to feel bad or glad about. Such similarities are 

no different than having two family members with the same eye color or the same preference in 

food. Kristina goes on to say, “Look at Sydney compared to Max. There’s no way these kids 

have the same thing” (“Rubber Band Ball”). This comment again reinforces the false belief that 

characteristics of the disorder are universal. Two autistic people can have drastically desperate 

personalities and traits. When Julia and Joel seek a diagnosis, they are relieved to find that not 

only does Sydney not have ASD, she is also gifted. This scene insults the intelligence and 

contributions of atypical people. The disability is a neurological condition. Thus, the intelligence 

is not altered in any way. Children with the disorder can be gifted to.    

The first season concludes with the family participating in a walk sponsored by Autism 

Speaks. The episode concludes with a public service announcement encouraging viewers to 

donate to the organization. Autism Speaks is one of the most well-known nonprofits related to 

ASD, but is incredibly controversial among self-advocates. Autism Speaks views the disability 
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as a horrible social illness that needs to be eradicated. The way the organization describes the 

disorder is downright dehumanizing and they are one of the major actors behind the parental 

panic phenomenon. In the early 2000s, their public service announcements were built on the 

narrative that having a child with ASD is the most devastating event that could happen to a 

parent. Two notable examples are their disturbing short film Autism Every Day that premiered in 

2006 and their extremely offensive 2009 “I am Autism” advertisement campaign. 

In Autism Every Day, children with ASD are exploited in video clips of them crying and 

suffering panic attacks within a disgusting montage. The mothers of these children describe how 

horrible having an atypical child is and that they had to give up their careers and social lives in 

order to take care of them. One mother even speaks in great detail about how she considered 

killing her daughter in a murder suicide by driving off a bridge and that she would have done it if 

it was not for the fact that she had another, and more specifically neurotypical, child. Self-

advocate Paula Jessop, describes the horrors she felt while watching this film. Jessop states that, 

“She spoke of these urges in the film, while her daughter was in the room and could hear what 

she was saying. Autistic people continue to be horrified there was ever a time it was seemingly 

socially acceptable for people to discuss killing us while we listened” (Jessop 2019, 3). In the “I 

am Autism” commercial, clips of sad and lonely children are displayed across the screen with 

ominous music in the background and a devious voice, supposedly the voice of the disability, 

speaking about how they will take away your children and destroy your marriage (Wallis 2009). 

Many people with the disorder considers Autism Speaks to be a hate group. To see Parenthood 

support this organization is troubling. It also shows that the series is ignorant to the feelings and 

concerns from the autistic community.         
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While the way that Parenthood depicts ASD is troubling and problematic, the program’s 

attitude towards atypical individuals improves as the series progresses. In the second season, 

Zeke, the grandfather and patriarch of the Braverman family, insists on taking Max camping. 

Zeke, though loving and well-meaning, has a rather abrasive personality. He has an outdated 

view of masculinity that includes having a tough demeanor and not showing emotion. The trip is 

part of a tradition Zeke has of taking his sons and grandsons camping. His daughters and 

granddaughters are excluded from this tradition. Max is not interested, and his parents are overly 

hesitant, but Zeke convinces them. Kristina writes a detailed instruction manual for Zeke to 

follow on the trip. Crosby, Max’s uncle and Zeke’s son, who recently witness Max throw a 

tantrum, tries to talk Zeke out of the idea. Tantrums, though they are unpleasant for the people 

around them, are common behaviors for children Max’s age and should not be targeted as 

autistic behavior. Issues do occur on the camping trip, mainly in that Max did not want to go on 

the trip in the first place. Zeke tries to connect with Max through discussing his post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD). Zeke tells Max, “When I got back from Vietnam, my life was a mess. I 

was a mess. Your grandmother—she hung in there though. She just loved me, and she wouldn’t 

let me go” (“A House Divided”). This scene is a tender moment in the show. While ASD and 

PTSD are two completely separate disorders, Zeke understands what it is like to be different, to 

be living in a world that does not understand him, and the importance of having people that 

accept and care for him. In addition, Zeke is putting aside is alpha male mentality and showing 

vulnerability. 

Despite Zeke’s best efforts, Max does not feel the connection; perhaps he is just too 

young to understand, becomes frustrated, and pleads to go home. Zeke, not knowing what to do, 
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calls Adam for assistance. Adam encourages Max to stay by supporting his interests in bugs. 

Adam tells Max, “In the morning when the sun comes up on the creek, all the lacewings come 

out—hundreds of them…Do you want to collect some, put them in a jar, and bring them home? 

Well, the decision is yours, but I know I would really like to see a couple of those bad boys” (“A 

House Divided”). Max agrees to stay and, the following morning, collects forty lacewings, an 

achievement that he is proud of and excited to show his parents. Upon returning, Zeke tells 

Adam that, “[Max’s] a wonderful boy” (“A House Divided”). This episode is important for three 

reasons. First of all, Zeke makes an effort to connect with Max. Secondly, Adam encourages 

Max to pursue his special interest, something that children with ASD are usually discouraged 

from doing because their special interests are unfairly labeled as obsessions. Lastly, Zeke 

validates Max, that he is a good child and that there is nothing wrong with him. Validation is 

something that more parents of atypical children, and more importantly the children themselves, 

need.   

In a second season episode, Parenthood introduces a character who is an adult with ASD. 

This character appears only in one episode, but his presences addresses both positive and 

negative aspects of how the program views the atypical community. For Max’s birthday, Adam 

and Kristina hire the Amazing Andy, a bug enthusiast who performs an annual show at Max’s 

school, to provide entertainment. When Adam and Kristina meet Andy, they are put off by his 

personality. He comes across as impolite and does not acknowledge Adam and Kristina reaching 

out their hands for a handshake. He speaks in a monotone voice and is devoid of any personality. 

He also has a very strict set of rules that he is particularly anal-retentive about following. When 

Adam and Kristina find out from Max’s principal that Andy is autistic, they become hesitant 
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about hiring him. Kristina notes that, “I mean, it makes me really nervous. Okay, we’re gonna 

have a house full of autistic kids. What if something goes wrong? Not according to plan? He’s 

gonna lose it” (“Amazing Andy and His Wonderful World of Bugs”). She barely knows Andy, 

but makes unfair and ableist judgements about his professionalism. She does not consider that he 

does shows for children for a living, nor does she consider that Max attends a school for students 

with ASD; thus, Andy has plenty of experience performing in rooms full of autistic kids. They 

decide to go through with having Andy perform. There is a bit of a rough start when Kristina 

asks Andy if he could start earlier than the time agreed upon in the contract. Andy gets upset, but 

Max’s behavioral therapist who is present at the party inserts herself into the conflict and 

persuades Andy to start earlier. The show is a complete success. Andy’s dull and standoffish 

personality becomes fun and energetic. Adam’s and Kristina’s fears turns into relief and awe. 

They are inspired by Andy, that he is able to have a successful and happy career exploring his 

special interests in bugs. 

In addressing the negative aspects of this episode, we should first analyze how 

stereotypical Andy’s character is. He is rude, awkward, and dull. Up to this point, Parenthood 

only features autistic characters that are children. Not only are these characters exclusively 

children, but they are exaggerated and stereotypical to begin with. An audience that is acquiring 

their knowledge of ASD from the series will suspect that Andy is the type of person that atypical 

children will grow up to be. Having Max’s behavioral therapist reason with Andy to start earlier 

is also problematic. As has frequently been mentioned throughout this thesis, each person with 

the disability has a different personality. How one interacts with someone with the disorder is not 

universal. Most importantly, how one interacts with an autistic adult is completely different than 
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interacting with an autistic child. To say all individuals with ASD are the same further suggests 

that atypical people are immature and should be treated as children, even when they are grown 

adults with successful careers. 

 Despite the flaws of this episode, there are two important points that Parenthood 

addresses regarding ASD. First of all, the program acknowledges that one is atypical for life and 

will not grow out of it. Adam observes that “I guess we’re just so used to thinking about it in 

terms of kids, we forget they grow up” (“Amazing Andy and His Wonderful World of Bugs”). 

While the program could have written a better character, it does start the conversation about 

being an adult with the disability. This episode also shows that the parental perspective is not 

always correct. The series acknowledges that parents can overreact and imagine problems that 

were never present to begin with. 

 Ironically, as we analyze Parenthood, we find that as the parents become more accepting 

of ASD and show more support for neurodiversity, Max’s personality becomes more 

stereotypical. In the first two seasons, Max is hyperactive and easily frustrated, making him 

prone to tantrums. While there are atypical children that behave this way, these behaviors are 

related to Max being a child and are not exclusively autistic. Starting in the third season, Max’s 

voice become more monotone and he regularly has a blank and indifferent facial expression. He 

becomes blunt in how he expresses himself and develops a rather unlikable personality. He is 

rude, self-centered, and indifferent to the feelings of others. For example, when his recently 

adopted cousin Victor asks Max if he can hold his pet lizard, Max denies him and tells Victor, “I 

mean, technically you’re my cousin, but you’re adopted, so it’s different. I mean, you’re not 

really even part of the family yet” (“Family Portrait”). Saying such a thing to one’s own cousin is 
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cruel and hurtful. Unfortunately, this personality stays with Max for the remainder of the 

program’s run. While the series moves away from the parental panic trope, it instead elaborates 

on the presumed lack of social skills from people with the disability. Yes, many people with the 

disorder do struggle with social skills, but the show is exaggerating the characteristics to the 

point that Max is impolite, insensitive, and apathetic to the feelings of others.  

Max’s apathy is evident in the fourth season when Kristina is diagnosed with breast 

cancer. The evening before an important surgery, Max tells Kristina, “You know, if you eat 

something before surgery, you can throw up in your breathing tubes and then inhale it in your 

lungs” (“I’ll Be Right Here”). Not only is Max showing a complete lack of bedside manners, he 

is indifferent to the fact that he is talking to his own mother. On Christmas Eve, Kristina suffers a 

life-threatening medical emergency and is rushed to the hospital. Crosby watches Max and Nora, 

Max’s younger sister who is born in the third season, while the parents are at the hospital. Max 

wakes up to find Crosby struggling to change Nora’s diaper. Max offers no help and complains. 

When he finds out that his mother is in the hospital, he gets upset, not because he is worried 

about her, but because he will miss his annual Christmas Eve tradition of going to the mall to 

purchase a toy train for his Christmas display. Parenthood is implying that people with ASD lack 

empathy, even towards their own family. The misconception that atypical people lack empathy is 

one of the most offensive myths about the disability. Some individuals with the disorder do, in 

fact, struggle with understanding how to express empathy. Unfortunately, these individuals 

might come across as rude, when they are not intending to be rude. The program, however, 

makes no effort to explain this common misconception or offer an explanation from Max’s 
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perspective, suggesting that all autistic people lack empathy. Having or lacking empathy has 

nothing to do with neurological status. The amount of empathy one has is a matter of character. 

 The fifth season addresses the societal issue of neurotypicality in public education. Max 

is now in general education and his teachers are incredibly impatient with him, with the 

exception of his English teacher Mr. Knight. Though Mr. Knight is not a special education 

teacher he understands the importance of neurodiversity and accommodates Max. For example, 

Mr. Knight has Max use a standing desk so that he can move around the classroom, making it 

easier for him to focus. Mr. Knight states the following: 

Sitting in chairs is a totally antiquated idea. I mean, kids like Max, they learn better and 

they’re far more engaged when they’re up you know? They’re walking around. They’re 

interacting with the class. I mean, otherwise half their energy is wasted trying to force 

themselves to sit still. (“The Enchanting Mr. Knight”)  

In a neurodiverse society, educators do not force students with ASD to act neurotypical. 

Educators instead provide accommodations to those who need it and adapt to the learning styles 

of all students.  

During an overnight field trip, Max has a panic attack which requires Adam and Kristina 

to pick him up. Mr. Knight is patient with Max and suspects that he was bullied by the other 

students. As he tells Adam, “Max is a cool dude. You know, most of the time. And honesty, I’m 

not supposed to say this, but a lot of these kids—they’re jackasses” (“The Offer”). Max reveals 

on the car ride home that one of his classmates urinated into his water bottle. Max weeps and 

states, “I think I am a freak. I try to understand [my classmates], but I can’t. [ASD] is supposed 

to make me smart. But if I’m smart, then why don’t I get why they’re laughing at me? They all 
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do it, even the nice kids” (“The Offer”). When Adam and Kristina bring their concerns to the 

administration’s attention, it does not go over well. The administration does not discipline the 

bully arguing that the accusation has no proof. In response, Adam and Kristina establish a charter 

school for students with neurological disabilities. 

Parenthood thus shows how cruel neurotypicality can be. In school, a place where 

children are supposed to be nurtured and cared for, the needs of students with ASD are ignored. 

Parents of atypical students have to turn to private and charter schools for an alternative, because 

the public school fails to meet their needs. In a society based on neurodiversity, public schools 

accept, accommodate, and integrate students with disabilities.     

In the final season of Parenthood, Max develops a crush on his classmate Dylan. Max 

informs Dylan about his feelings for her. Dylan tells Max that while she likes him as a friend, she 

does not have any romantic feelings towards him. Despite knowing that Dylan does not have the 

same feelings towards him, he continues to pursue her romantically. In the middle of lunch, Max 

presents Dylan a poster he assembled made up of photos he took of her as well as pictures of her 

various interests, such as horses. Dylan, in the midst of stress and embarrassment, tells Max, 

“Max, I will never love you, okay? Please just leave me alone!” (“Aaron Brownstein Must Be 

Stopped”). Max has a panic attack and runs out of the school. Kristina, now the head master of 

the new charter school, witnesses the incident and goes outside to comfort Max. Kristina tells 

Max, “I know you’re embarrassed and I know that you’re hurt, okay and that’s totally normal. 

But I just want to tell you that I am so incredibly proud of you. What you did up there took so 

much courage” (“Aaron Brownstein Must Be Stopped”). Max’s behavior should be corrected, 

not encouraged. While parents encouraging their children to talk to their crush and let them know 
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how they feel is important, it is even more important to teach them to respect boundaries. Parents 

need to teach their children about the importance of consent and how certain behaviors constitute 

as sexual harassment. 

Instead, Max pursues Dylan even further and grabs her hand without her consent, which 

leads to the two of them having an argument in front of the school during an open house night 

for the parents. Dylan’s parents confront Adam and Kristina. As Dylan’s mother states, “What 

we’re interested in knowing is whether or not you chose to discipline your son for these things 

he’s doing or is he just allowed to do whatever the hell he wants around here?” (“Lean In”). 

Adam rejects the parents’ concerns and place the blame on to them. As Adam notes, “All right, 

you know what? I think this is a case of a couple of absentee parents trying to blame somebody 

else for their own oblivion” (“Lean In”). Max does eventually apologize and stop pursuing her, 

which Dylan and her parents accept. What is troubling is that Adam and Kristina facilitate this 

apology because Dylan’s parents threaten to withdraw her from the school, not because Max’s 

behavior was inappropriate and could be considered sexual harassment. The program seems to 

suggest that because Max has ASD, his actions should be taken less seriously than it would be if 

he was neurotypical. While Max might not have known better, Adam and Kristina should have 

taken the time to explain to him that his behavior was inappropriate and that he should stop. Not 

only do Adam and Kristina neglect to discourage Max’s behavior, they in effect encourage him. 

If an atypical individual is not informed that their behavior is inappropriate, they are doomed to 

repeat it. Softening the seriousness of inappropriate actions from someone with the disability, 

unintentionally depicts people with the disorder as dangerous. Parenthood shows autistic people 

as predators. If an individual is harassed by someone with ASD, the program suggests that that 
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individual can do nothing about it. Such a mentality only makes people less likely to embrace 

neurodiversity.  

  Fortunately, Parenthood does offer greater insight into ASD with the character Hank. 

Hank is a photographer that Adam’s sister, Sarah, works with and ultimately forms a romantic 

relationship. In the fifth season, Max becomes interested in photography and Hank offers to 

teach him. After Max suffers a panic attack at Hank’s studio, Adam provides Hank with a book 

about understanding people who are atypical. As Hank reads the book, he realizes that he has 

many of the characteristics that are discussed in the book. Still, Hank’s atypical tendencies are 

more subtle that Max’s. Hank comes across more as an introvert. He is not the best at making 

eye contact and he has a reserved personality. As Hank observes “You know I’m seeing my life 

here, I’m seeing my life. I’m seeing everything, the whole thing, why stuff happens” 

(“Promises”). Hank asks Adam for the contact information of the doctor who diagnosed Max. 

Hank meets with the doctor and discovers that he does indeed have the disability. 

 Featuring another character with ASD in Parenthood is important because the addition 

offers another view of what an atypical life looks like. Having a character with the disability who 

behaves differently informs the audience that not everyone with the disorder is the same.  

The fact that Hank is an adult is significant. Prior to Hank, the only adult character with 

ASD in Parenthood was the Amazing Andy from the one episode in the second season, who was 

incredibly stereotypical. Hank offers a more in-depth view of the disability because the disorder 

is shown from his perspective, as opposed to the perspective of parents. The audience also 

becomes more informed in learning that autistic adults are not very different from themselves. 

Hank goes through struggles, routines, and relationships that many neurotypicals experience. He 
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works hard at his job, works to maintain a relationship with his daughter, remains civil with his 

ex-wife, and has a romantic relationship with Sarah. The series ends with Hank marrying Sarah 

and becoming part of the Braverman family.       

Parenthood begins with a bleak picture of what life with ASD, or more specifically life 

with a child with ASD, looks likes. The program implies that having an atypical child is 

devastating and that parents should fear such an occurrence. This message is a disservice for 

real-life parents with a recently diagnosed child and also for those who suspect that their child 

might be on the spectrum. 

In the following seasons, Parenthood makes important corrections in how the program 

depicts ASD. Adam and Kristina change their attitude from woe and self-pity towards advocacy 

and acceptance. Ironically, while the parents improve, Max becomes more stereotypical and 

opens the door for more serious and harmful misconceptions of what atypical people are like. 

What is most troubling is that the perspective of the parents takes priority for the majority of the 

series’ run. The most the audience sees from Max’s perspective is after the disastrous field trip in 

the fifth season. While the show does offer more insight into the disability with the character 

Hank, Parenthood disproportionately shows the disorder from a neurotypical perspective. As we 

noted earlier, parenthood is the main plot of the program. It is also fair to recognize that the 

creator of Parenthood, Jason Katims, has an autistic son. It is likely that much of the plotline 

around Max’s character is based on Katims’ own experience. It only makes sense that the series 

would put more attention on Adam and Kristina, but including more scenes from Max’s 

perspective would have benefited the show greatly. 
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Neither Max Burkholder nor Ray Romano, who play Max and Hank respectively, have 

ASD. Burkholder describes in an interview with DisabilityScoop that he receives instructions 

from Katims and a therapist on how to act autistic, but no instructions from anyone who is 

actually atypical. Burkholder states that “Every couple of episodes I get together with an [ASD] 

doctor, the director and the executive producer and we talk about what Max might do in the 

given situations in the script” (Burkholder 2010). A therapist who works with individuals with 

the disability would have credible insight, but insight that is limited and not as enriching as 

insight from those who actually have the disorder. 

More generally, there is no record of anyone with ASD involved in the production 

process of Parenthood. Excluding those who are atypical from the production process is a 

missed opportunity for having authentic ASD representation. Since the program ended in 2015, it 

is too late to make any improvements to the series. That said, there are suggestions that shows 

similar to Parenthood can follow. First of all, an individual or two with the disability should be 

hired as primary consultants. These individuals have lived experience that would prove intuitive 

in creating a realistic story about the disorder. Individuals who regularly interacts with autistic 

people, such as therapists, teachers, and parents of children with ASD can certainly provide their 

perception and experience, but they should serve as secondary, not primary, consultants. There 

should also be a greater effort to include the atypical perspective in the narrative. If the story is 

centered around parenthood, the perspective from those with the disability does not need to take 

the majority, but it should not be treated as an afterthought either. That said, a film or television 

program about people with the disorder getting married and starting families would be 

fascinating. Most important, autistic people should be involved in the production process. Such 
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involvement could be actors with ASD playing characters with ASD, but can also include 

writing, directing, or producing. 

What is also troubling about Parenthood is that the program aired on a widely accessible 

network, NBC. Holton notes the following: 

As the literature presented here suggests, disability is a notable part of public fascination, 

but that enthrallment has clouded an understanding of what it means to be disabled. 

Parenthood is simply a slice of popular culture in the U.S., yet it reaches millions of 

viewers each week who have their curiosity about ASDs fed through creators who have 

alienated self-advocates and portrayed ASDs as isolating and fearful. (Holton 2013, 59) 

Several viewers could have constructed their knowledge of ASD from the series alone. When all 

one knows comes from a biased fictional television show, their knowledge is limited and 

misguided. 
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Chapter III: Atypical 

Atypical premiered on Netflix on August 11, 2017 (“Atypical Season 1 Episodes List”). 

The program has run for three seasons, with a fourth season scheduled to be released sometime 

in 2021. The fourth season will be the series’ last (Goldberg 2020). Unlike Parenthood, the show 

focuses on only one family unit: the Gardners. The Gardner’s son, and protagonist of Atypical, 

Sam, is a young man with ASD. Throughout the program, Sam gradually transitions into 

adulthood, only to find that people around him still continue to judge him as a child. Sam’s 

perspective constitutes a much greater presence in the series than Max’s did in Parenthood. In 

fact, Sam acts as a narrator, speaking directly to the audience and telling them what an atypical 

life is like. That said, Sam still represents many of the stereotypes of an individual with the 

disability. He speaks in a monotone voice, cannot read social cues, and is so socially awkward 

that he does not know how to process or express emotions. His smile always looks 

uncomfortable and rehearsed. He also wears the same style of outfits each day and has on noise 

canceling headphones when out in public. Of course, these traits can be found in individuals 

across the spectrum, but usually with some variance and nuance. It almost feels as if the creators 

were trying to cram every possible autistic trait into one person. His parents, Elsa and Doug, 

though they improve as the series progresses, are both ableist and are clearly unhappy about their 

son’s disorder. His younger sister, Casey, loves him, but often teases him. Though she is the 

younger sibling, she acts as her brother’s keeper, which implies that autistic individuals are 

immature and childlike. 

Despite the program’s flaws, Atypical does have some helpful implications in that the 

series does encourage individuals with ASD to reach out of their comfort zone and not be 



31 

restricted by the limits placed on them by society and overbearing parents. Throughout the show, 

Sam is able to keep a job, graduate high school, attend college, and have a romantic relationship. 

One key aspect of Atypical is the attitude represented by Sam’s mother, Elsa. During the 

first season, Elsa has a very unpleasant personality. She acts ableist towards Sam, frequently 

gaslighting him and underestimating his abilities. She is constantly emphasizing that he is 

autistic and has absolutely no expectations for him. When Sam, at the encouragement of his 

therapist, expresses an interest in dating, Elsa immediately dismisses the idea. She even goes to 

his therapist’s office to tell her to stop encouraging Sam to date. 

Throughout the first season, Elsa also attends a support group for parents of children with 

ASD—and the meetings come to represent key aspects of Atypical’s ideology. The support group 

meetings take place in a very juvenile looking classroom. At one of the meetings, Elsa describes 

how she took time for herself to attend a dance class and went to a bar afterwards with her 

classmates. As Elsa states, “But the thing is, at this bar, for the first time since, probably, Sam 

was diagnosed, I wasn’t worried or scared” (“A Human Female”). (At this point in the program, 

Sam is eighteen, but was diagnosed when he was four.) What Elsa is essentially saying is that 

she has spent fourteen years living in fear, with the only relief being separation from Sam. This 

attitude accordingly indicates one of the key misconceptions behind the series: the idea that 

parents should fear the birth of an atypical child. And for people on the spectrum, it is also 

painful when the show implies that the only way their parent can get release is to get away from 

them. Of course, taking care of one’s mental health is important, especially for parents. Hobbies 

and socializing with friends, are wonderful strategies that one can use to care for themselves. But 
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taking care of one’s mental health is not something that is unique to parents of children with the 

disability, as Elsa is indicating.  

Later in the season, Elsa attends a PTA meeting where Paige, a girl who Sam starts 

dating, proposes a silent winter dance. Instead of having music playing through loud speakers, it 

plays through wireless headphones, making the dance more accommodating for students with 

ASD. Many atypical people are sensitive to loud noises and can experience sensory overload in a 

noisy environment. In her book, Thinking in Pictures, self-advocate Temple Grandin describes 

her experience with loud noises and sensory overload. As Grandin notes, “When I was little, loud 

noises were also a problem, often feeling like a dentist’s drill hitting my nerve. They actually 

caused pain” (Grandin 1995, 63).  A silent dance that accommodates students with the disability, 

like the one Paige is proposing, is a great example of neurodiversity.  

April, a mother with ableist attitudes, rejects this proposal for a silent dance, arguing that 

it would be ostensibly disruptive. She states that “I made [my daughter] an appointment, months 

ago to get her hair done. It’s going to cost me about $80. Now you want to flatten it with a bulky 

set of headphones” (“The D-Train to Bone Town”). Elsa interjects that she is a hairdresser and 

volunteers to do all of the girls’ hair for free. April goes on to say that, “It’s not just about the 

hair, right? I mean, the Winter Formal is something that our kids have looked forward to their 

entire high school career. Do we really need to change everything to accommodate one kid? I 

mean, a silent dance, it’s just so… you know, it’s sad” (“The D-Train to Bone Town”). Elsa 

advocates for Sam and explains why the silent dance is necessary. Elsa notes the following: 

You know what’s sad? My son never being able to attend a school event, because the 

sounds are so overwhelming. You know, never being invited to a birthday party, because 
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he was the kid at Chuck E. Cheese who couldn’t stop screaming. The isolation, the 

loneliness, the lack of experience, that’s sad. Your perfectly healthy kids not being able 

to get an updo, it’s just not on my list. (“The D-Train to Bone Town”) 

Elsa’s statement would have been a perfect, and rare, example of a parent advocating for her 

autistic child, if it was not for one small, but very significant, way the statement was phrased. 

She refers to the neurotypical students as “perfectly healthy.” ASD is not an illness, but simply 

another way of existing in the world. While Elsa’s words successfully persuade the PTA to vote 

in favor of the dance, this scene is yet another example of her ableism in Atypical.    

While Sam’s father, Doug, is considerably more likable than Elsa, he conveys ableist 

attitudes and actions as well. In the first season, Atypical reveals that shortly after Sam was 

diagnosed, Doug left the family and was absent for several months. Though he returns and 

ultimately accepts Sam and his ASD, the temporary abandonment still leaves a scar on the 

family. Doug’s actions recalls the hurtful mindset that having an atypical child is so devastating 

and overwhelming that getting away from him, for several months in Doug’s case, is the only 

way to get release. 

While Doug’s ableism is evident, there are scenes in which Atypical makes him appear 

more ableist than his actual behavior suggests. The following scenes, for example, are significant 

in this regard. Hoping to understand Sam in a more insightful way, Doug agrees to join Elsa at 

her support group. The meeting does not go well since the other parents are judgmental, petty, 

and critical of him for using identity first pronouns (“autistic person”) over person first pronouns 

(“person with autism”). Later in the season, Elsa and Doug have dinner with a colleague and his 

wife. During dinner, Sam’s ASD comes up in conversation, which Doug’s colleague learns about 
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for the first time. Elsa is angry at Doug for never discussing Sam’s disability with his colleague 

and accuses him of being ashamed of his son. 

 Yet calling these aspects of Doug’s character ableist is not really fair. First of all, it is 

ironic that Elsa criticizes Doug for not mentioning Sam’s ASD, when just a few weeks earlier he 

was criticized for not using person first pronouns. In reality, Doug is actually making an active 

effort to understand Sam’s atypical personality. He is seeking help from Elsa, who claims to be 

the parent that understands Sam--yet the information Doug receives is, in fact, contradictory. 

That is when he refers to Sam as “autistic” instead of “having autism”, he is chastised for seeing 

his son’s condition and not his son. When he describes Sam to his colleague as any other kid, he 

is chastised for seeing his son and not his son’s condition. Secondly, while recognizing one’s 

autistic identity is important, it should not be their only identity. Having the disability is one of 

many identities that an individual can have. In actuality, Elsa is the one ashamed of Sam. She 

sees him as only autistic. Doug, on the other hand, only sees Sam as his son. More importantly, 

Sam’s disorder is his information to share, not Doug’s or Elsa’s. It appears that Atypical is trying 

to advocate for those with ASD, but the program cannot do so if the series is ignorant about what 

constitutes the struggles of the autistic experience. The real struggle that autistic people 

experience is ableist people who underestimate their abilities. Perhaps Doug would have 

received more insightful and less confusing information if he spoke with Sam or someone who 

actually has ASD.   

In addition to Elsa and Doug, there are other problematic parents of children with ASD in 

Atypical. For instance, Elsa’s best friend in her support group, Luisa, is always wearing a puzzle 

piece necklace. The puzzle piece is a controversial symbol in the atypical community. The 
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symbol was first used in 1963 by the National Autism Society, but is widely known as the logo 

for Autism Speaks, the same controversial organization that was discussed in the chapter on 

Parenthood. Jessop observes the following: 

So, due to this [the controversy surrounding the organization’s promotional material], and 

a whole range of other issues with Autism Speaks, autistic people find the puzzle piece a 

reminder of an organisation that spent years running very public campaigns in America 

that framed autism as a tragic disease. To autistic people, the puzzle piece represents 

negativity about autism, not a positive perspective of autism (Jessop 2020). 

Throughout the series, Luisa often brings her autistic son, Christopher, with her wherever she 

goes. Christopher, who is about the same age as Sam, often complains about how he would 

rather be home. In addition, Elsa and Luisa both try to force Sam and Christopher to socialize, 

even though they have nothing in common and have both expressed that they do not like each 

other. As Sam explains to the audience, “Any relationship, even friendship, can be complicated. 

You can’t force it” (“The D-Train to Bone Town”). Luisa is clearly ableist—advancing several 

problematic stereotypes. First of all, she promotes symbols that are offensive to the autistic 

community. Secondly, she treats her young adult son as a child who is unable to look after 

himself. Finally, she assumes that because Sam and Christopher both have ASD that they will 

automatically have the same personalities and be friends. This mentality recalls the common 

misconceptions that atypical people are uniform and identical.   

Hence while Atypical does sympathize with parents of children with ASD, the program 

occasionally suggests that parents can be misguided. There are scenes in the series suggesting 

that it can be the parents, not the disability, that make life frustrating. For instance, hoping to 
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attract girls, Sam asks Elsa to take him to the mall to buy his own clothes, instead of having Elsa 

buy them for him, as if he were a child. Elsa belabors the potential of sensory overload and cites 

an incident when Sam was banned from a restaurant for hitting a server. Sam tells Elsa, “Mom, 

I’m not a little kid anymore. I can go shopping. I can do things” (“Julia Says”). When they arrive 

at a department store, Elsa complains about how crowded the store is. Sam on the other hand 

does not seem to care. When Sam goes off to the changing booth, Elsa confronts a retail clerk 

which results in her, not Sam, getting banned from the store. 

Yes, many people with ASD do, in fact, experience sensory overload in loud and 

crowded environments. Grandin recalls her own experience with sensory overload, “When I was 

a child, large noisy gatherings of relatives were overwhelming, and I would just lose control and 

throw temper tantrums. Birthday parties were torture when all the noisemakers went off” 

(Grandin 1995, 64). That said, there are many atypical individuals that do not mind or are able to 

tolerate it, as is the case for Sam. Recognizing and showing sensitivity to the sensory needs that 

some people with the disability require is important. After all, as we noted in relation to the silent 

dance, part of neurodiversity is recognizing and accommodating those needs. It is just as 

important, however, to recognize the diversity of people with the disorder and that not every 

autistic person requires the same needs. In addition, some people with ASD develop a higher 

tolerance to certain sensations as they get older. If atypical people want to challenge themselves, 

that is their decision to make. This scene provides a good example of the overgeneralization and 

exaggerations made by neurotypicals, especially parents. 

Atypical suggests that having ASD makes life more challenging not just for their parents, 

but for their neurotypical siblings as well. During a very important track meet, Elsa and Doug 
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miss Casey breaking a new record because they had to get Sam to first aid. Sam’s injury was the 

result of his falling and cutting his arm. He fell because he grabbed the ponytail of the girl in 

front of him because her hair was getting in his face. As he tries to pull Sam away from the girl, 

Doug accidently causes him to fall. This scene might remind viewers of a similar event that 

happened in Parenthood when Adam and Kristina missed Haddie’s soccer game. Both programs 

unjustly implies that the atypical child is the cause of the disappointing situation. As discussed in 

the chapter on Parenthood, the parents’ poor scheduling skills is what caused them to miss their 

daughter’s game. In the case of Atypical, the conflict is caused by an autistic behavior that is 

grotesquely exaggerated for the purpose of dramatic tension. 

After breaking her record, Casey is notified that the track coach at Clayton Prep, an elite 

private school with a nationally acclaimed track program, is interested in recruiting her. When 

she informs her parents, Elsa immediately dismisses the idea because Sam needs her, 

emphasizing Casey’s role as her brother’s keeper. Yet Elsa’s argument is invalid since Casey’s 

only role in caring for Sam at school is to manage to his lunch money, something that he is 

perfectly capable of doing himself. Casey’s boyfriend, Evan, interjects and says to the parents, 

“You have two kids…but you act like you have one. And I get it. Sam’s got a disability or 

whatever. But Casey broke a record. She did something really cool and you guys didn’t even see 

it” (“A Nice Neutral Smell”). Fortunately, Evan is able to persuade them to allow Casey to apply 

to Clayton. Here again, this scene suggests that having a child with ASD leads to a sad life for 

neurotypical siblings--a life where they are constantly having to make sacrifices for the good of 

their atypical sibling, even if the said sibling does not require such sacrifices. 
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At Casey’s admission interview for Clayton, Sam’s ASD comes up in conversation. The 

interviewer asks Casey what life is like having an atypical brother. Casey states the following: 

So, when I was growing up, my mom and brother used to refer to people who weren’t on 

the spectrum as neurotypicals. “NTs” for short. But when I was little, I always thought 

that they were saying “empties” which made sense because sometimes it feels like Sam 

takes up so much space that everybody arounds him needs to be empty. (“That’s My 

Sweatshirt”) 

Here is another example of an individual with the disability making life more difficult for their 

neurotypical siblings. As in Parenthood, Atypical suggests that individuals with the disorder 

require copious amounts of attention, leaving their neurotypical siblings ignored and emotionally 

empty. Yet, we should note that Casey’s complications with Sam results not from his ASD, but 

from Elsa’s overprotectiveness. She forces Casey to act as a surrogate older sibling for Sam, a 

role that Sam does not need from her. Elsa’s attitude is unfair to both Sam and Casey.  

Atypical conveys another kind of misconception through a reoccurring joke—one that 

emerges when someone uses an expression or a figure of speech and Sam takes what is said 

literally. For example, when Sam goes to a restaurant that advertises unlimited breadsticks, he 

gets nervous and says, “They have unlimited breadsticks, but what does that mean? There has to 

be some kind of limit?” (“I Lost My Poor Meatball”). It is common for people with ASD to be 

slow to understand the meanings behind different metaphors and expressions, but this does not 

always mean that they take what is said literally word for word. There are some atypical 

individuals who do recognize when someone is using a figure of speech, but need assistance with 

interpreting it. A better approach would be if the program had Sam ask for clarification when a 
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metaphor is used. Not only would this be more realistic, but Sam would no longer be used as the 

butt of a joke. With the way the series is currently written, the writers are exploiting the common 

stereotypes of people with the disability as foolish, literal, and gullible. This type of writing 

presents people with the disorder as someone to be mocked and laughed at.  

Sam’s lack of social awareness is one of the most offensive—and unrealistic—aspects of 

his character. For instance, the plot of the first season is built around his goal to pursue a 

romantic relationship with his therapist, Julia. Having a crush on his therapist would not be an 

issue if he did not actively pursue it. Sam is smart and surely capable of understanding that a 

romantic relationship with his therapist would be inappropriate. First of all, such a relationship 

would create a conflict of interest. Secondly, it would be unethical since she is a grown woman 

and he is still in high school. Sam buys her chocolate covered strawberries, after which Doug 

drives him to her house in the middle of the night. This behavior alone could, of course, be seen 

as unnerving. What makes matters even worse is that instead of placing them at her doorstep, 

Sam sneaks through the window, arguing that he is not breaking in because the window is open. 

Doug is able to get Sam out before he is caught and tells him to focus only on girls his own age. 

Sam interprets this as dating girls to practice before he dates Julia. 

Sam’s attempt to deliver Julia chocolate covered strawberries ends up having 

consequences, since he drops one as he leaves her house. Julia comes across the fruit, which 

causes her to become suspicious that her boyfriend is cheating on her, which leads to the 

relationship ending. Though Sam forms a romantic relationship with Paige, a neurotypical 

classmate who not only sincerely likes him, but also initiates the relationship, he still decides to 

pursue Julia romantically. Making matters worse, he breaks up with Paige in front of her family 
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in the middle of a restaurant, showing a complete lack of empathy and sensitivity. As Sarah 

Luterman, a disabled journalist who focuses on disability rights, wrote in her review of Atypical, 

“It doesn’t take someone particularly adept at social niceties to realize that you shouldn’t dump 

your girlfriend and immediately declare your undying love for your therapist in front of her 

entire family, but Sam did just that” (Luterman 2018). Like most television programs, the series 

seems to be more concerned about creating drama and tension and do not seem interested in 

creating an authentic depiction of its subject matter. The show creates a character that is so 

socially inept that he would publicly humiliate his girlfriend to fulfil his own selfish needs. 

  After the incident at the restaurant, Sam arrives at Julia’s office unannounced with 

chocolate covered strawberries to declare his love for her. When Julia sees the strawberries, she 

asks if he broke into her house a few weeks earlier, in response to which Sam uses his argument 

that he was not breaking in because the window was open. Julia becomes visibly frustrated and 

tells Sam that he needs to leave. Sam completely ignores this and continues in his attempt to woo 

her. Julia then loses her temper and causes Sam to have a panic attack. What is most troubling 

about this scene is that Atypical seems to suggests that Julia’s behavior is inappropriate. Julia has 

every right to be upset and did nothing wrong. She tells Sam that he needs to leave, yet he 

ignores her and persists. What Sam did is completely inappropriate, yet the program wants to 

audience to sympathize with him. In the second season, Sam calls Julia and leaves messages on 

her voice mail on a daily basis. As Luterman states, “If a teenage boy breaks into his therapist’s 

house and then calls her every day after she stops seeing him as a client, it’s time to get a 

restraining order, not to apologize” (Luterman 2018). It does not help that Doug completely 

enables Sam’s behavior. Doug acts as the central culprit and facilitates the late-night trip that 
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leads to the incident. After the incident, Doug arrives at Julia’s office to berate her and tells her 

to stay away from Sam. Yet Sam is the one who needs to stay away from Julia. This plot 

regarding Sam’s inappropriate behavior and the series excusing him of simply not knowing any 

better leads to harmful misconceptions. The series is showing people with ASD as having no 

concept of boundaries.  

Atypical suggests that behaviors that would be considered stalking or sexual harassment 

if carried out by a neurotypical person are innocent mistakes if carried out by an atypical person. 

This incongruous suggestion adds to the stigma of ASD. The program suggests to the audience 

that individuals who are atypical behave in a type of predatory way, but that they are too naïve to 

know any better. At the same time, the series further suggests that it is better to enable them and 

to let them behave inappropriately instead of correcting them. This ridiculous idea will just make 

neurotypicals less inclined to embrace neurodiversity. Inappropriate behaviors, such as the one 

that Sam carries out, are not behaviors of living on the spectrum--and suggesting that they are 

leads to a dangerous message. 

Moving on to the second season, we start to see an improvement in how Atypical presents 

characters with ASD. Sam attends a support group for atypical high school seniors. The support 

group has a variety of characters with different personalities, skills, and interests. Not only does 

this offer more insight into the disability from those actually on the spectrum as opposed to the 

parents, but all of the characters in the support group, with the exception of Sam, are played by 

actors with the disorder. In a short video that was uploaded to Netflix’s YouTube channel, the 

series creator Robia Rashid states that “It’s a show, first and foremost, it’s about a family, but it’s 

definitely about the autism community, so I wanted as much involvement from the autism 



42 

 

community as possible” (Netflix). The actor who plays Sam, Keir Gilchrist also comments on the 

positive impact of having actors with lived experience on the program. Gilchrist notes that “The 

actors in the peer group obviously have a lot of insight and they also bring their uniqueness” 

(Netflix). Indeed, the importance of having autistic actors cannot be overestimated. One could 

certainly argue that the point of acting is pretending to be someone that you are not. While that 

argument is valid, relatability to the character you are playing helps bring authenticity to the 

story and makes the character feel more real. As Nikki Gutman, who plays one of the characters 

in the support groups, states, “I enjoy acting in this peer groups because I have autism and we 

have similarities and we can relate to each other” (Netflix). This video shows the value and 

benefit of representation from the autistic community. Hence, it would have been better if the 

show had more input from the autistic community before the second season.  

Both neurotypical and atypical actors auditioned for the role of Sam. One of these 

atypical actors is Anthony Jacques who ends up playing Christopher, the autistic son of Elsa’s 

friend. As Rashid notes, “But actually, Anthony Jacques, who plays the character of Christopher, 

was somebody we found during that process, and we wrote the role for him because we loved 

him so much. I didn’t think he was Sam, but I felt we needed to write a role for him” (Rashid 

2017). While it is admirable that Rashid wrote Christopher in so Jacques could have a role in the 

show, it would have also been better if Jacques and the actors in the support group played a more 

prominent part in Atypical. Despite their limited role in the program, incorporating these atypical 

actors shows the importance of inclusion and representation in television as well as the variety 

and diversity of the autistic community. This support group also plays an important role in Sam’s 
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character development and how the series starts the discussion on ASD inclusion on college 

campuses. 

The support group is organized by Sam’s guidance counselor, Ms. Whitaker. During a 

meeting with Sam and his parents, Ms. Whitaker expresses her concern that Sam, who at this 

point is a second semester senior, has not submitted any college applications. She believes that 

Sam is an excellent student and would do well in higher education. She also encourages Sam to 

attend the support group, feeling that it would give him the opportunity to meet with other 

students who are going through a similar experience. Elsa immediately dismisses the idea of Sam 

attending a four-year college, arguing that it would be better for him to continue his job at the 

local tech store while taking classes at the community college part time. Doug on the other hand 

is much more open to the idea. Doug appears to believes in Sam’s ability more than Elsa does. 

While this is the case, Doug’s support is also influenced by his anger towards Elsa who was 

having an affair. While it is good that Doug is supporting Sam, doing it, in part, to spite Elsa is a 

form of ableism. A small form, but a form nonetheless. This begs the question of what Doug’s 

motivation is. Is he supporting Sam to create a better life for his son or to have revenge against 

his wife?  

    Doug’s questionable support is revealed later in the episode. After attending his first 

session with the support group, Sam tells his parents: 

I was thinking about that group. And at first, it was dumb and then it was kind of nice to 

be a part of it. And a lot of these kids are just as strange as me, and if they can do it, well 

[pause] I decided I want to go away to college…And I know there might be stuff that’s 
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hard or scary, but everything is changing here anyway, so I can handle it. And if I need 

help, I’ll ask for it. (“Little Dude and the Lion”) 

Elsa ultimately supports Sam’s decision, which shows development in her character, showing 

that she is now more supportive and less overbearing. Doug, though supportive as well, seems 

shocked. His surprised reaction seems to suggest that he was not actually expecting Sam to 

pursue college, thus revealing Doug’s actual motives. 

The second season also addresses some of the societal issues presented by 

neurotypicality, most specifically the lack of understanding and sensitivity from law 

enforcement. In an attempt to prepare himself for college, Sam sleeps over at his friend, Zahid’s 

house. The new environment makes Sam nervous and he leaves in the middle of the night. As he 

is walking home, Sam tries to calm his nerves by wearing the hood of his jacket over his head, 

fidgeting his hand, and softly reciting different types of penguins to himself. These are strategies 

Sam uses to help himself relax. While Sam’s behavior might be out of the ordinary, he is not 

disturbing anyone or doing anything illegal. A cop starts following Sam, suspecting that he is a 

drug addict. Naturally this makes Sam nervous and he keeps walking. Zahid shows up and tries 

to explain to the cop that Sam has ASD. The cop does not take the time to listen to Zahid and 

only escalates the situation by screaming at the two and arresting them. Later in the episode, after 

completing a background check on the two, the cop lets them go and tells Sam, “Just don’t go 

wondering around at night looking like an addict” (“In the Dragon’s Lair”). This ableist 

comment is both gaslighting and victim blaming. He is telling Sam to act neurotypical when the 

incident is entirely the cop’s fault as he did not take the time to understand the situation. Atypical 

recognizes the very real issue that individuals with the disability experience. While the first 
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season perpetrates many autistic stereotypes, the second season addresses the problems of 

neurotypicality.    

    The second season also focuses on Sam’s artistic skills. He draws sketches of penguins 

and other Arctic animals for his own amusement, but also makes a serious decision to pursue art 

school. Having artistic talent, but lacking social skills can be seen as the autistic savant troupe, 

but how it is presented in Atypical is much more realistic than it is in Rain Man. While Sam is 

indeed very socially unaware, he is not necessarily impaired outside of art and can function as a 

member of society. Sam submits a portfolio to the Rhode Island School of Design and is invited 

to be interviewed for the program. He gets nervous about moving away from home, however, 

and leaves moments before his interview. When he discusses this with Ms. Whitaker, she 

informs him of the scientific illustration program at Denton University, a local four-year college. 

Sam gets accepted and enrolls in the university, but continues to live at home even though he has 

the opportunity to live on campus. Ironically, this choice in Sam’s character contradicts earlier 

scenes in the program in which he decides to challenge himself and prepares for living away 

from home. Even more harmful, is that the series is delivering the message that people with ASD 

are incapable of living independently. Such mentality views atypical individuals as childlike and 

helpless. Some ableist parents might use this mentality as an argument for guardianships and 

conservatorships, which gives such parents the legal authority to restrict, oppress, and control 

their adult children.   

Ironically, while Atypical depicts ASD poorly, many of the neurotypical characters in the 

program have traits that are considered atypical. For example, Elsa follows a strict daily routine. 

She has a large calendar on the kitchen wall that goes into great detail about her agenda for the 
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month. All of which are characteristics of an atypical personality, which is ironic considering her 

negative attitude towards the disability. Doug also has some atypical traits. He does not like 

being touched when he is upset and suffers a panic attack in the second season. Casey struggles 

at making friends and fidgets with her hands when she is nervous. Perhaps the writers did this to 

show the hypocrisy of many neurotypicals, to show that everyone is in some way on the 

spectrum, or maybe they are just ignorant about how much atypical and neurotypical individuals 

have in common. 

Atypical perpetrates many negative stereotypes of ASD, especially in the first season. The 

program also shows atypical children as stressful for the families. The program’s creator Robia 

Rashid is neurotypical. She confirms in an interview with Vulture that she does have connection 

to the disability, but does not elaborate. As Rashid states, “I do have personal experience with it, 

yeah. I don’t want to talk about it too much because I want to protect their privacy, but yes, I do” 

(Rashid 2017). Michelle Dean serves as the autism consultant for the series. Dean is a former 

special education teacher, holds a doctorate in Special Education, is an Assistant Professor at 

California State University Channel Islands, --but is not on the spectrum. It was not until the 

second season that David Finch, a comic artist with the disorder, joined the show as a consultant.  

In the context of the present study, I would suggest that though Dean is certainly an 

expert in her field, her insights are not the same as someone who actually has ASD. In her 

interview, Rashid cites an example of Dean’s input. Rashid notes the following: 

For example, she watched a cut once and there was a moment where Sam’s friend Zahid 

(Nik Dodani) makes some crude joke at work, and Keir, the actor, looked around a tiny 

bit in one take. She said, “He wouldn’t look around like he wasn’t embarrassed because 
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he wouldn’t be.” So we just changed the take where he wasn’t looking around. We were 

that conscious about it, right down to the eye movement. 

This description is a generalized argument for how an atypical individual would react. I would 

argue that this type of limited advice and input influenced Sam’s stereotypical characteristics, 

such as his not understanding metaphorical expressions and his lack of social awareness. It is not 

surprising that the way Atypical depicts the disability improves when a consultant with the 

disorder, such as David Finch, joins the program. 

As a corrective, I would suggest that it would beneficial to have two or more individuals 

with ASD to serve as primary consultants--and for Dean to serve as a secondary consultant. 

Having multiple perspectives is important, especially multiple atypical perspectives. As we have 

mentioned throughout this thesis, autism exists on a spectrum and each person with the disability 

has a different perspective and insight. It is good that Atypical brought on David Finch as a 

consultant, but he is just one person with the disability. One voice cannot speak for the 

community as a whole. Having multiple consultants with the disorder would help prevent a static 

depiction of ASD. Multiple perspectives lead to a more well-versed program.  

Having consultants with ASD would also be beneficial because they are more likely to 

know the proper wording to use when describing atypical people. Having this type of insight 

would improve the scenes that seem to attempt, but ultimately fails, at advocating for people 

with the disability. For example, if more individuals with the disorder were involved in the 

writing of Atypical, Elsa would be less likely to refer to neurotypical individuals as “perfectly 

healthy.” To imply that autistic individuals are sick is incredibly hurtful and insulting. Such 

phrasing also contributes to the stigma regarding the autistic community. Here again, to say that 
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ASD is an illness, also suggests that it could be contagious, instigating more hostility towards 

neurodiversity. ASD, of course, is not an illness. One is born atypical and cannot contract it from 

someone else. Sam puts it best. When Ms. Whitaker suggests that Sam writes an essay about 

overcoming his disability, he states, “Autism isn’t an accomplishment. It’s something I was born 

with. You wouldn’t write an essay about having ten fingers and ten toes, would you?” (“Pants on 

Fire”). Society needs to stop seeing the disorder as something that is tragic, viewing any 

successful autistic person as overcoming an enormous struggle. The only struggles successful 

people with ASD are overcoming are the barriers that neurotypicality has placed upon them. As 

den Houting notes, “I’m not disabled by my autism though; I’m disabled by my environment” 

(den Houting 2019). Therefore, in order to eliminate the stigma behind the disability and to open 

the door for neurodiversity, the disorder should no longer be described as an illness.  

Since Atypical only has one more season, it will be interesting to see if and how the 

program corrects how it depicts ASD. The series has made the effort to correct past mistakes, 

most notably by including more atypical actors and consultants. As argued above, the show 

would benefit greatly from the inclusion of even more consultants with the disability, ideally 

serving as the primary consultants. In addition, it would be beneficial for Atypical to include 

writers and perhaps a director or two with the disorder. With this season’s being the program’s 

last, it is crucial that Sam becomes more independent. The third season ends with Sam and Zahid 

planning on renting an apartment together. If the series commits to this plot, it will make for a 

more realistic depiction of ASD. In addition, this plot will provide hope for young people who 

are atypical.  
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Chapter IV: Epilogue and Conclusion 

While television lacks authentic depictions of ASD, self-advocates have found other 

outlets to tell their stories. Atypical individuals have come together to form advocacy groups 

such as the Autistic Self Advocacy Network and the Autistic Women and Nonbinary Network. 

These organizations produce resources written for and by individuals with the disability. 

Self-advocates have made very strong arguments using mediums other than television. 

Temple Grandin (1995), Donna Williams (1992, 1994, 2004) and John Elder Robinson (2007) 

have written memoirs providing first-hand accounts of living on the spectrum, looking at both 

the positive and negative aspects. Holton views these self-advocates as important figures who are 

able to offer a more accurate analysis of ASD than what is seen on television. Holton states the 

following: 

These accounts move beyond imagined or familial representations, offering genuine 

connections to ASDs. They approach the diagnoses from an insider’s point of view, 

navigating intricacies ignored or misrepresented by metaphors. In short, they fill a gap 

between cultural understanding and public knowledge. (Holton 2013, 49) 

Temple Grandin in particular has been especially influential in the atypical community. In 2010, 

a made for television-film based on Grandin’s life premiered on HBO. The film is primarily 

shown from Grandin’s perspective, illustrated by the actor Clare Danes. The real-life Grandin 

was heavily involved in the film’s production (Wallis, 2010). 

Another influential figure in the ASD community is the environmental activist, Greta 

Thunberg. At the age of sixteen, Thunberg was a global figure, encouraging people of all ages to 

fight climate change. In 2018, she started the School Strike for Climate, a global campaign in 
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which students would use their normal academic hours to participate in demonstrations 

protesting climate change. While Thunberg is primarily an environmental activist--more than she 

is a disabilities activist--she does credit her atypical mindset as fueling her passion for the 

environment: 

It makes me different. And being different is a gift, I would say. And it also makes me 

see things from outside the box. And I don’t easily fall for lies. I can see through things. 

If I would have been like everyone else, I wouldn’t have started the school strike for 

instance and things like that. I don’t think I would have been interested in the climate at 

all, if I would have been like everyone else. (Thunberg, 2019). 

Thunberg is a perfect example of a person with the disability utilizing her special interests, 

perceptions, sensitivities, and insights. Many people with the disorder have narrow interests, 

known in the autistic community as special interests. Sadly, their interests are dismissed as 

obsessive and useless. On television programs, the narrow interests annoy the neurotypical 

characters. What society fail to realize is that people with ASD can turn their interests and talents 

into a career and make meaningful contributions to the world, as is the case with Thunberg and 

her passion for the environment.  

The stand-up comedian Hannah Gadsby, who was diagnosed with ASD in 2016, has 

included insights into her life on the spectrum as material for her Netflix special Douglass (2020) 

and has advocated for neurodiversity in society. Gadsby has also experienced discrimination and 

marginalization for her gender and sexual orientation, the latter of which made her the target of a 

hate crime. In her Netflix special Nanette (2018), Gadsby illustrates the psychological harm that 

children develop over time when they are part of a marginalized community: 
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When you soak a child in shame, they cannot develop the neurological pathways that 

carry thought, you know, carry thoughts of self-worth. They can’t do that. Self-hatred is 

only ever a seed planted from outside in. But when you do that to a child, it becomes a 

weed so thick, and it grows so fast, the child doesn’t know any different. It becomes as 

natural as gravity. (Gadsby, 2018) 

As is the case for race, gender, religion, and sexual orientation, individuals with disabilities can 

fall victim to discrimination, bigotry, and violence. 

Generally speaking, this thesis has concluded that authentic ASD representations cannot 

be found in fictional media. The new decade we are entering, however, is starting to show some 

hope. In 2020, Pixar Animation Studios released an animated short film titled Loop. The film 

follows the neurodiverse exchange between two teenagers at a canoe camp. The atypical 

character is voiced by Madison Bandy, a young woman with the disability. The children’s 

television program Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood (2012-Present) announced that a character with 

the disorder will be introduced in the series. The character will be voiced by Israel Thomas-

Bruce, an autistic teenage boy (Hogan 2021). In addition to having characters with ASD played 

by actors with ASD, these programs are focusing on atypical communities often ignored by the 

media. The character in Loop is both female and non-verbal. In Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, 

the character in Black. These characters show a new side of the disability. As is the case with of 

the media discussed in this thesis, most characters with the disorder in films and television series 

are white and male. These new programs might seem like small examples, but they provide an 

optimistic vision of a possible neurodiverse future. The fact that these are programs made 
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primarily for children is significant. Viewers are now introduced to neurodiversity at a younger 

age.  

The need for the media to become neurodiverse is absolutely crucial. A neurodiverse 

media includes self-advocates writing books, performing stand-up, or becoming public figures. It 

can also be characters with ASD who are actually played by atypical actors. An individual with 

the disability, seeing someone like them taking pride in their neurological identity eradicates 

feelings of alienation and isolation, while planting thoughts of self-worth. 

At the same time, individuals with ASD should also be invited to participate in the 

production process. Having the firsthand knowledge of atypical individuals would provide a 

more authentic, accurate explanation of the disability. After all, knowledge should come from 

experts. What better experts on the disorder than those with the disorder? Sadly, most media 

forms and depictions are distributed from neurotypical producers for a neurotypical audience. 

Not only is this spreading misinformation about ASD, it is also robbing the ASD community of 

their voice and denying them the opportunity to understand themselves. 
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