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October 29, 2013

RE: HB 1900

Good Morning Chairpersons and Committee Members:

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you on House Bill 1900: An Act to increase current medical providers’ knowledge about autism in order to improve the treatment individuals with autism receive in medical settings.  My name is Faith Behum and I am a disability policy specialist at the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council as well as staff to the state’s Autism Commission. The Council is mandated by federal law to identify laws and policies that will improve the system of supports for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.  We bring together lawmakers and advocates to make sure people with developmental disabilities are included in public policy decisions.  The Council works with legislators and policymakers to serve as an impartial educational resource to inform public policy at both state and federal levels to better meet the needs of individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.

House Bill 1900 was drafted to address one of the recommendations in the 2013 Massachusetts Autism Commission’s final report.  The objective of this bill is to ultimately improve the medical treatment individuals with autism receive from medical providers.  It will do this by requiring specialized autism training be included in continuing education courses offered to primary care physicians, neurologists, psychiatrists, dentists, emergency room personnel and other medical specialists.  Furthermore, this bill will create a pilot program that will produce an “autism team”.  This team will consist of medical providers who received the specialized autism training.  The team will be called upon if an individual with autism enters a hospital and needs assistance from someone who is knowledgeable about autism.   

Legislation such as HB 1900 is needed because historically, people with autism had difficulty finding medical providers who understood their unique needs.  According to one study, medical providers felt “uncomfortable” with their level of training regarding patients with autism.
  When many individuals with autism interact with medical providers, the providers often struggle to effectively communicate with the patient with autism.  In a comparative study between patients with autism and patients without autism, only 57% of the patients with autism said medical providers understood what they were trying to communicate compared to 86% of patients without autism.
 Research has indicated that people with disabilities experience significant healthcare disparities when compared to individuals without disabilities.
  For people with autism, healthcare disparities may begin with lack of knowledge about autism on the part of the medical provider and their inability to effectively communicate with the individual with autism.  
In summary, the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council supports HB 1900 because of its potential to improve the medical care individuals with autism receive in Massachusetts.  The Council applauds Representative Garrett Bradley for introducing such an important piece of legislation.
Sincerely,

Faith Behum

Disability Policy Specialist and Staff to the Massachusetts Autism Commission

The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
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