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What is Disability? 
 

The Medical Model of Disability 

“Any condition of the body or mind (impairment) that makes it more difficult 

for the person with the condition to do certain activities (activity limitation) 

and interact with the world around them (participation restrictions).”  This 

includes impairments in vision, movement, thinking, remembering, learning, 

communicating, hearing, mental health, and social relationships (CDC, 2020). 

It is important for abled people (i.e. those without a disability) to understand 

that this medical definition of disability places the blame on the individual.  

 

This Medical Model definition tells disabled people that there is something 

fundamentally different about them that makes it more difficult for them to 

function and participate in day-to-day life. This perspective, at it’s core, is 

ableist, meaning that it discriminates against disabled people, and favours 

abled people.  

 

The Social Model of Disability 

Thankfully, there are other ways of looking at disability. The Social Model of 

Disability explains that people are disabled by barriers imposed upon them 

by society (SCOPE, nd). Under this model, a paralyzed person would not be 

considered to be disabled by their legs not working, but instead by the 

narrow hallways or stairs designed by a walking person who was thinking 

about other walking people. The social model of disability highlights that 

people are disabled by their environments and circumstance. 

 

The social model explains that barriers can also be the attitudes and 

perceptions held by other people (SCOPE, nd). For example, someone might 

hold the opinion that a non-speaking child needs someone to speak for 

them, when they are able to communicate their needs and wants 

independently if provided the right accommodations.  

 

Many people with disability prefer to view their disability through the social 

model. Many adult autistics, for example, argue that their disability is 
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imposed upon them by the assumptions of people around them (Lynch, 

2019). It is important for ‘abled people’ to understand that our perspectives 

on disability, especially within therapy settings, can be harmful for disabled 

people. Many autistics explain that, when their therapy goals are rooted in 

helping them to appear more ‘typical’, the long term impacts can be 

extremely detrimental to their wellbeing (Sandoval-Norton, Shkedy & Shkedy, 

2021).  

 

Similarly, the Deaf community often argues that attempts to correct hearing 

are unnecessary, and perhaps even harmful, in developing a sense of 

identity. The Deaf community often states that they are just as capable of 

communicating, learning, and living well, and that their disability is wholly the 

result of abled people not understanding or adapting to their communication 

needs (Clason, 2019).  

 

 

What does this mean for your child? 

 

Over 15% of the global population (and increasing) currently live with a 

disability. In fact, almost everyone will, at some point in their lifetime, 

experience a disability (WHO, 2021). It is critical that we evaluate our own 

beliefs, perspectives, and opinions about disability, and advocate against 

ableist views and practices.  

 

Children with an autism spectrum disorder diagnosis, by definition, have a 

disability. As do children with hearing impairment, communication 

impairments, or movement disorders. It is crucial that we recognize our role, 

as ‘abled people’ in perpetuating their disability. In other words, we need to 

recognize that these disabilities are the result of our built environment, 

societal norms and practices, and views or attitudes about what constitutes 

‘normal’. 

 

All people with a disability have rights. People, including children, with any 

disability cannot be discriminated against (The Canadian Charter of Rights 
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and Freedoms, 1867-1982). The rights of disabled people, just like the rights 

of all people, must be upheld. Importantly for children, this includes the right 

to communicate and the right to learn. It is our duty to provide 

accommodations that minimize barriers our children may face in their lives. 

 

At Think Tank Therapy, we embrace the social model of disability. This means 

that we change our environment, views, and practices to adapt to the needs 

of each child. It is our goal to see each child within our centre learn, 

participate, and have fun. As such, we do everything in our power to adapt 

our programming to meet the needs of your child, rather than to fit your 

child into our programming.  

 

For children, learning starts with play. Play skills and modalities allows 

children to understand their environment and interact with others. At Think 

Tank Therapy, we take a play-based and child-led approach as opposed to a 

traditional instructor-led and enforced approach. Our Speech and Language 

Pathology team, Occupational Therapy team, and Play Therapy Team 

(Applied Behaviour Analysis) work together to develop a therapy plan that 

allows our team to adapt to your child’s learning needs, and target goals that 

best align with your child’s interests and life participation. 

 

At Think Tank Therapy, we will: 

1. Uphold the safety of all children and do everything in our power to 

maintain safety while still following the child’s lead in learning. 

2. Not force any child to use or wear devices or accommodations if they 

demonstrate obvious and unbearable discomfort, or meaningful 

refusal. We will, instead, adapt our programming and methods to assist 

your child in regulating, communicating, and learning, in a way that is 

conducive to their needs. 

3. Not prevent any child from engaging in self-stimulatory behaviours 

unless they pose significant safety concern, or significantly disrupt 

learning and growth. We will always consult with parents prior to 

intervening with a child’s stimulatory behaviour. 
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4. Not force any child to conform to the expectations of a typical child, as 

defined by our abled society. We will, instead, adapt a child’s goals and 

therapy plan to be meaningful in their unique life, purposeful for their 

learning, and aligned with their interests. 

 

We understand that it can be extremely difficult to navigate many of these 

topics as a parent. We are here to support you, but decisions about your 

child’s therapy and accommodations are, ultimately, in your hands. We urge 

you to reach out to us with any concerns that you may have regarding your 

child’s therapy and our ethical obligations and perspectives at Think Tank 

Therapy. 
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