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Transcript: Treating Patients with Autism, Karen Raposa. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Today I welcome Karen Raposa, who is a dental hygienist based in 
Massachusetts in the United States. And she's a well known speaker at 
conventions all across North America where she gives presentations relating to 
autism and how it impacts on dental care management. I'm going to pose the 
question to Karen today that comes out and regularly from dental professionals. 
And let's see what advice she has to give us about holding, perhaps, a tricky 
conversation. Karen, I'd like to just share with you an experience I had recently 
to see if you can give me some advice. I was examining a six-year-old child and 
the child didn't seem to be engaging with me in a way that I expect a six year old 
to engage with me. There was nothing in the medical history, um, and my sort 
of my little seventh sense was telling me maybe there's something to do with 
autism here, even if it's subtle. How do I broach that conversation with the 
accompanying parent? 

Karen A. Raposa: Well, John, you know, um, it, it's a very, very personal decision for parents 
whether they decide to have their child diagnosed--diagnosed with anything 
quite frankly. And it's interesting because you mentioned the age of six and I've 
had other dental professionals telling me they'd been in a similar situation and 
the individual has been 12 years old or even 18 years old. And you know, very 
often there's, there's this feeling of, you know, maybe they're not engaging or 
they're not wanting to talk about the things that I want them to talk about or 
they're not focused on what I'm discussing with them. Um, and so you're right, 
there may be some subtle things, but one of the things that I think is just so 
important, whether we're treating a patient who has some type of impairment 
or doesn't, I think when we think about how we can best serve all of our 
patients, we think about how do we best learn about that patient? And so, the 
question is, is the diagnosis really important? Or is it more important that I 
figure out a way and talk with the caregivers more about, "Gee, I'm having 
trouble engaging with your loved one. And I'd like your help to understand is 
there something that may be important to them that I could discuss that might 
help me get them a little more engaged? Are there things that maybe you could 
share with me that they like about when, when home care is being done, when 
you're brushing your teeth, flossing their teeth, things that they like or don't like 
would, would it be easier for me to communicate with you as the parent or 
caregiver about that? Because I really want to learn as much as I possibly can 
about your loved one so that when they come for their appointments we can be 
extremely successful." So, I think more of this is about setting yourself up for 
success, whether that person has a condition or not, whether it's on the medical 
history or not. Finding ways to best learn about the patient-- and there are 
forums, I've actually developed a patient questionnaire form--that can be very 
helpful just walking through with the caregiver and even, you know, it's 
important that we talk with those patients and try to engage them as much as 
we can, but we very often need the help of the caregiver as well. And so, I think 



 
Keeping Canadian Dentists Informed 

2 
 

that that is probably what's more important than the actual fact of whether 
they have a diagnosis or not. 

Dr. O'Keefe: After you've had the caregiver fill out the form you're talking about, and let's say 
things are pointing in a certain direction, do you then give any advice about 
perhaps having an examination by a medical professional or anything, or is that 
beyond the territory that we should be stepping into? 

Karen A. Raposa: That that is truly beyond the scope of what we can do as a dental professional 
and I know that's what gets a little bit challenging for us and that's why I tend to 
coach dental professionals to just take a step back. We are medical 
professionals as well, but where our expertise lies is in a limited scope of 
practice and so recognizing that in order to be successful to do what we need to 
do, most of what's important is that we find how the best way to engage with a 
person, whether they have one impairment or another impairment or no 
impairments at all. Um, and sometimes it's just that patient who just has anxiety 
and we're trying to figure out what we can do to help them get through a dental 
appointment, but we don't necessarily need it to say they have anxiety on their 
medical record to be able to help them. 

Dr. O'Keefe: So, what I pick up from you is really listening, care, take your time, and help, 
through learning, help the patient through the appointment. 

Karen A. Raposa: That's exactly. That's exactly right. John. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Oh, you're going to be speaking in Vancouver, um, about, about autism 
spectrum disorders and the dental professional. Can you give us a little foretaste 
but what you're talking about there? 

Karen A. Raposa: I'd be happy to. It's um, it's a topic that's interesting because it really flows into 
what we've just been talking about. I think a lot of dental professionals feel like, 
uh, oh if the patient presents and they have this diagnosis, I don't know what to 
do. I don't know how to help. And so, my goal in this presentation is to give 
dental professionals a window into the world of autism. Um, from a very 
personal perspective as well as a professional perspective. I think most dental 
professionals want to help. We went into dentistry because we want to help 
and very often there's this feeling of I am afraid that if I do something I might do 
something wrong, and then there's a hesitation. In some cases, nothing is done 
at all. And so, this presentation I hope will really help people feel like, oh, I now 
know enough. I'm now comfortable enough that if someone presents and I 
suspect that there's an impairment. I know enough now to be able to provide 
some modifications to and during the appointment time. I have the skills to 
learn as much as I can about that person to help them get through a dental 
appointment. To really set yourself up for success when you are treating 
patients. Not just with autism but with anxiety as well, a lot of that applies to 
those patients as well. 
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Dr. O'Keefe: Well, Karen I've heard some other people talking who have seen your 
presentation and you're a great speaking so anyone who attends your session in 
Vancouver is up for a treat. 

Karen A. Raposa: Thank you John. I'm looking forward to seeing everyone there. Thank you. 

 


