TIES Conference Case Study
Controversial Therapies

Scenario

Jenny is a 12 year old girl with autism.  She and her family have recently arrived from Australia and are now planning for Jenny’s education.  You are a speech therapist at the initial team meeting with Jenny and her parents.  In Australia Jenny was introduced to a communication technique known as “facilitated communication” which is based on a theory of autism as a kind of gross motor dysfunction.  A communication facilitator holds the child’s arm above a large specially built keyboard and allows it to descend in hopes that the child can supply subtle movement to the descending arm to select a key.  For a time this was a popular technique with a school in America giving certificates to those trained in facilitated communication.  It has since been debunked as a bogus technique.  However Jenny’s parents believe that facilitated communication has brought their daughter out of her private world and into their family.   They want Jenny to participate in the general education environment and are willing to pay for a facilitated communicator to accompany Jenny to her classes.  What should you do?
Questions

1. Is the scientific evidence morally relevant in this case?  Does it matter that there is no scientific evidence that facilitated communication works?  In other words, does the lack of scientific basis for this activity constitute, in itself, a sufficient reason not to allow it to be done in this setting?
2. What are the nature of your obligations to everyone affected by your decision in this case; Jenny, her parents, other students, therapists, the teachers, etc.?  

3. What implications does your response to this case of facilitated communication have for your attitude toward other controversial modalities such as the use of magnets in the therapeutic environment?
