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Dr. Martin Fischer said, “Observation, Reason, Human Understanding, Courage; these make the 

physician." A partnership between the University of Kentucky’s Medical School and the Suzanne 

Vitale Clinical Education Complex (CEC) places third year medical students at the CEC.  The 

students are able to observe programming, gain knowledge, and learn about the supports 

individuals with delays, differences, and disorders require for equal access.  The observation work 

at the CEC is part of the medical students’ pediatric rotation, and it is helping to shape these 

students into the next generation of physicians.       

  

In 2021, the Center for Disease Control reported that approximately 1 in 44 children in the U.S. is 

diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD), according to 2018 data.  This figure means 

every physician in this country will consistently treat patients who have an ASD diagnosis.  The 

alliance between the University of Kentucky’s Medical School and the Suzanne Vitale Clinical 

Education Complex (CEC) is helping to create more compassionate physicians.  They will be 

physicians who will have a better understanding that each individual with autism spectrum 

disorder is first and foremost a unique individual. 

   

During the month of September alone the CEC was privileged to host third year medical students 

Reid Baker, Gabrielle Bachand, Devon Clifton, Tayla Nathoo, Alex Schneller, and Stevie 

Hoyng.  These medical students observed individual sessions being conducted by student 

clinicians completing internship work at the CEC as part of their coursework for the 

Communication Sciences and Disorders Department.  The opportunity to observe speech and 

language assessments being conducted and/or intervention being provided gave the medical 

students direct access to a wide array of individuals with everything from mild communication 

delays and disorders to complex communication needs. The medical students also directly engaged 

with the CEC’s youngest participants in the Renshaw Early Childhood Center and were able to see 

these young children learn to gain confidence in their ability to engage in play-based routines, 

interact with peers and adults, and improve their ability to communicate needs, wants, thoughts, 

and ideas.  Then the medical students participated in the Kelly Autism Program’s Prime Time as 

social skills were directly taught to school age children in an interactive group 

environment.  Finally, the medical students toured the CEC and learned about all of the ways 

Circle of Support’s college age students are breaking down autism stereotypes as they increase  



   
 

their independence, productivity, and community engagement, all while earning a college degree 

right here at Western Kentucky University.   It is intentional that the medical students’ 

observations are guided, but they are just flexible enough to also account for spontaneous learning 

opportunities, too.        

  

The overreaching goal is that each medical student leaves the CEC with an understanding that 

individuals with ASD are uniquely human.  They may speak and interact with others or avoid 

direct social interactions. They may have good eye contact or may not need to look at a speaker to 

comprehend messages. They may be verbal or non-verbal. They may be gifted and talented, of 

average intelligence, or have cognitive deficits. In addition, the medical students learn that 

individuals with an ASD diagnosis may have sensory and perceptual differences, and they will 

ultimately need to be evaluated and treated differently for medical conditions.  The medical 

students learn the most common signs and symptoms of ASD, and the importance of early 

diagnosis and early intervention services.  They also learn about the evidence-based intervention 

strategies that are being utilized at the CEC to help each participant reach his/her maximum 

potential.    

  

The medical students’ observation work at the CEC is a win/win.  It helps to close any cognitive 

gap that may exist between academic book learning and “real-life” experiences and encounters, 

and the positive impact of graduating more informed doctors who are ready to treat and advocate 

for those with neurodiversity is immeasurable.  The hope is that this partnership continues to thrive 

and grow, not only for the benefit of the approximately 82,735 people in the state of Kentucky 

living with an autism diagnosis, but for the benefit of each one of us who will undoubtedly 

encounter more informed and empathetic medical providers in the very near future.     

 


