Advocating for your own healthcare 
By: Christinne Rudd
For most people, an appointment with their doctor can be nerve wracking.  It may cause even more anxiety if you have a disability.  This might be the case if you feel intimidated because of the way you feel you're being treated by the staff and or the doctor him or herself.  It could also be that you feel like your doctor may not know much about your particular disability.  Going to the doctor shouldn't be something that makes you feel uneasy just by thinking about it.

There could be a simple solution to this issue that you may not even realize exists.  Using self-advocacy skills in this forum may be very appropriate and helpful.  Self-advocacy is basically letting other people know your specific needs.  Advocating for your own healthcare may seem like a scary proposition but, it has many benefits.  It can help you take control of your own healthcare and even teach your doctor a thing or two along the way.  It could even increase your self-esteem because you're having a direct effect on your particular situation.  Your healthcare needs should be seen as a partnership between you and your health care provider so, why not become an active participant from the start.  

One of the first things you should do is become familiar with your general medical history. It would also be a good idea to write down a list of the current medications you're taking.  Next, know your disability.  If you have had any surgeries or medical procedures due to your disability, make a list of what each one of those is and the date they were done.  This part might be a bit tricky because you may have had some surgeries as a child, so try to talk to a family member and figure out when each procedure was done.  If this isn't possible, try to estimate when they were completed.  Be aware of the reactions you have to certain medications and what they may or may not do to exacerbate your disability.  This information can be helpful if the doctor wants to prescribe something and you know you have had a particular reaction to that medication so that they can find something that works for you.  

If you go into your first appointment armed with some of this basic information, it will be more likely to be easier to get your doctor to see that you can and are eager to participate actively in your health care.  As a result, he or she should be more open to listening when you have something to say.

Doctors get plenty of training before they leave medical school but, I feel like they are missing one important thing, at least some basic knowledge of different disabilities.  Because this is not the case at this time, and would realistically be a tall order, it would be the perfect time to get your self-advocacy skills going.  I know that some of the things I outlined above may be tricky, or even seem difficult, but, in the long run, the payoff would be huge.  Your healthcare is probably one of the most important aspects of your life.  

Sadly, many doctors lump all disabilities into one category and can't fathom anything different from what books have to say or what they are accustomed to seeing in their offices or hospitals.  Maybe if some sort of partnership could be forged from the beginning of the patient-doctor relationship by the patient taking an active role in their own healthcare with a doctor who is willing to listen, their collaboration in the patients' well-being could be very productive and last a lifetime.
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