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             Purpose of Study  
 
 Conduct a thematic and content analysis of the 

 New York Times in order to get an idea how autism 

 is covered. 

 

 Analyze the coverage of autism in the NYT using an ableism (ability 

expectations) lens.  

 

 Infer what implications the coverage of autism in the NYT may have 
 for the public’s perception and understanding of autism   
 
 

                 Introduction 
 

 Autism has gained considerable attention in the media  

in the past 40 years.  

 

 Autism is seen as an important health and medical issue  

 

 Autism is investigated widely within academic circles 

 

 Newspapers play an important role in shaping peoples’  

perception and understanding (1,2,3).  

 

 The NYT is a particularly influential media source, even  

by its own self understanding  

 

2006 1995 

              Methods  
 

 Used ProQUest New York Times (University of 

Calgary) database as the source of data from 1973-

2011 

 

 Used ‘autism’ as a keyword in the title as a 

criterion for selecting relevant articles  that 

discussed autism (196 relevant articles found) 

 

 Performed a content and thematic analysis using 

an ableism lens  

 

 Created a timeline that outlines the major themes 

that emerged using 10 year increments.  
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                                         Discussion 
 

What main themes do we see covered in the NYT? What themes are not covered? 
 
 Autism was heavily covered through a medical lens. Some of which include: search for a cause, search for a cure, 

treatments,  results of treatments, symptoms  etc.  

 

 Biological and genetic endowment and physical environment was a major theme in the NYT, as genetics and the environment are 

believed to play an important role in causing autism. 

 

 Discussions of education were focused on the rights of individuals with disabilities to get free appropriate education, however 

there was no mention of how many autistic individuals get a post secondary education, or any sort of education at all. 

 

 Very few articles discussed  social determinants of health such as employment /unemployment, education, social status, quality of 

life of people with autism although social determinants are considered important in contributing to one's health. 

 

 

 Very few articles discussed: the rights of individuals with autism such as equality, non-discrimination, inclusion in society, 

combating stereotypes etc. 

 

 We see discussions of the desire for acceptance and the neurodiversity perspective of autism emerging in the last 10 years 

although the neurodiversity angle is vastly underrepresented. 
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1973 

Lack of ability (2) 

 Unable to relate to 

others  

 Unable to notice 

multiple objects 

   

Ability  (1) 

 To be cognitively able  

Neurodiversity perspective 

(1) 

 Desire for acceptance & 

inclusion  

 

Personal stories (1) 

 

Statistics (3) 

 

Affect on others (1) 

 

Cost(s) (1) 

 

Description of autism (4) 

Medical coverage  

 Lack of known cure 2 

 Lack of known cause 4 

 Cause 

- biological  1 

- environmental 2  

 Brain activity  2 

 Treatment  2 

- therapy 2 

-medication(s) 1 

 Results of treatment 2 

- positive  2 

 Symptoms and behaviors 5 

 

Lack of ability (5)  

 Unable to communicate 

 Unable to be social 

 Unable to respond to 

others 

 Unable to feel love or 

form relationships  

 Unable to grasp abstract 

concepts and symbols  

 Unable to be 

independent  

 

Ability (6) 
 Have a normal 

intelligence level  
 Have certain cognitive 

abilities  
 Have above average 

intelligence 3  
 Ability to learn  
 Ability to copy/imitate 

others  
 Exceptional 

mathematical ability  
 Exceptionally precise 

memory  
 Able to express oneself  
 Able to live 

independently  
 Able to speak clearly  

Neurodiversity perspective (1) 

 Desire for acceptance and 

inclusion  

 

Personal stories  (4) 

 

Statistics (9) 

 

Affect on others (2) 

 

Cost(s) (2) 

 

Description of autism (10) 

 

Medical coverage 

 Lack of known cure 3 

 Lack of known cause 2  

 Cause  

- biological  3 

 Brain activity 1 

 Treatment  7 

- therapy 4 

- medication  

- Other 2 

 Result(s) of treatment 7 

- positive 5 

- negative 3 

 Symptoms & behaviors 16  

 

Discrimination (1) 

- prevent birth of autistic 

individuals  

Lack of ability (23) 

 Unable to pay attention or stay 

still 1 

 Unable to stay in school 

 Unable to be social 3 

 Unable to communicate 5 

 Unable to learn  2 

 Unable to learn complex things  

 Unable to form relationships 3  

 Unable to behave normally 2 

 Unable to speak 3 

 Unable to respond appropriately 

3 

 Unable to share affection  

 Unable to express oneself 2 

 

Ability (19) 

 Able to visualize machines in a 

unique way 

 Musically talented 

 Normal intelligence 3 

 Exceptionally artistic  

 Able to feel and express oneself  

 Able to talk  

 Able to understand the mind of 

animals  

 Able to live independently  

 Able to play musical instruments  

 Able to concentrate on something 

with great attention  

 

Neurodiversity perspective (2) 

 

Personal stories (26) 

 

Statistics (39) 

 

Affect on others (11) 

 

Cost(s) (2) 

 

Description of autism (33) 

 

Medical coverage 

 Lack of known cure 10 

 Lack of known cause 14 

 Cause 

- biological 20 

- environmental 16 

 Brain activity 16 

 Treatment  28 

- therapy 21 

- medication 9 

- other 1 

 Result of treatment 21 

- positive 18 

- negative 3 

 Symptoms & behaviors 45 

 

Vaccine and autism debate (24) 

 

Discrimination (3) 

- unequal coverage 

- institutionalized for no reason  

- unequal opportunity  

 

Rights of autistic individuals (2) 

- right to free appropriate education 2  

Lack of ability (5) 
 Unable to communicate 2 
 Unable to be social  
 Unable to speak 
 Unable to understand 

others body language or 
facial cues 

 Unable to provide comfort 
to others 
 

Ability (9) 
 Able to engage in 

conversations 
 Able to express oneself  
 Able to communicate 2 
 Able to engage with others 
 To be social  
 Able to live independently  
 To have the capability to 

serve on a national council  
 Able to take care of oneself  
 To have certain academic 

skills 
 Able to talk 
 To have certain cognitive 

abilities 
 To be a talented artist 2 
 To have a job 
 To have above average 

intelligence  
 To have drawing skills 
 Able to pay attention with 

great detail 
  

Neurodiversity perspective  (8) 
 perceiving autism as an 

advantage 
 focus on strengths instead 

of weaknesses  
 desire for acceptance of 

differences and inclusion 4 
 autism part of identity  
 form of neurodiversity  

Personal stories (27) 
 
Statistics (34) 
 
Affect on others (16) 
 
Cost(s) (2) 
 
Description of autism (26) 
 
Medical coverage 
 Lack of known cure 8 
 Lack of known cause 14 
 Cause  

- biological 10 
- environmental 7  

 Brain activity 6 
 Treatment 10 

-  therapy 9 
- medication 1 

 Result of treatment 14 
- positive 10 
- negative 4  

 Symptoms & behaviors 32 
 
Vaccine and autism debate (33) 
 
Discrimination (7) 
- killing autistic children 
- exclusion 3 
- stigma 3 
 
Rights of autistic individuals (2) 
- right to free appropriate 
education 2  
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