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Many of our clients come to us with “invisible” disabilities. They might have Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD), a traumatic brain injury, or developmental delays. They may have been exposed to lead or toxins in their environment, or suffered brain-altering abuse and neglect.

We often assume we will be able to notice such impairments right away. Our culture has given us the myth that impairments are obvious, much like Sean Penn acting like a drooling idiot in that horrid movie I Am Sam.

But nothing could be further from the truth. People with brain impairments often act like everyone else. They learn what is called a “cloak of competency.” They walk and talk and act completely normal. They mimic the behaviors of others and learn coping strategies to hide their struggles.

It often astounds people that those with IQs in the 60s and 70s can pass as normal for decades. But not quite normal—these are often the clients who get talked into committing crimes, who become homeless, or get involved in drugs and alcohol.  

I had one client who had been in the system since he was a child. He was so friendly and nice, everyone assumed he was normal. He wasn’t. After decades of legal involvement, he was finally diagnosed as having a low IQ and FASD. How could this man have been represented by attorneys repeatedly and no one caught that he was impaired? The answer is that the client had learned to hide his challenges. He had shied away from acknowledging to himself how hard life was for him, and getting a diagnosis turned out to be a huge relief. “Now I know what is wrong with me,” he told me.

It is important to learn to recognize the subtle signs of brain impairments. Then if you do see them you can then hire an expert to evaluate your client.

Here are some of the subtle signs I look for in clients:

· Does the client nod along with you without ever asking many questions, or offering an opinion? Are they too acquiescent? Clients with brain impairments can be some of our “easiest” clients because they go along with whatever you want.

· Does the client have the dreaded “flat” affect? Be aware that people with FASD, in particular, function more strongly in verbal skills than in processing. Their verbal abilities, for instance, might be in the 80s while their comprehension and processing is in the 60s. A slow processing speed can be represented by a “dead” or flat affect, what can come off as defiance or anger, or a “sullen” stare. Instead of assuming your client is practicing his DOC stare, ask yourself if maybe there is a brain working at a very slow speed behind these confused eyes.  

· Is your client able to comprehend what he reads? Many with frontal lobe brain damage can decode words and read a sentence. Ask them what that sentence means and they flounder. This is because the part of their brain that helps with comprehension is damaged. Decoding words is a simple task: understanding what they mean is higher level thinking.   

· How is your client with math? Some signs to consider include being unable to make change; being unable to recall dates; being unable to do simple math in their head; being unable to “visualize” material; being unable to figure a path home or describe how to get from point A to B. I had a client who couldn’t remember his son’s own birthday….and the kid was only two. That was definitely a sign of impairment.

· Some other signs of brain damage can be: writing in block letters, having others write letters for them, shutting down, sensory issues (from being overly sensitive to noise, touch, etc, to sensory seeking and seeming numb to input), socially inappropriate behavior, sexually inappropriate behavior, and rages. A client who rages might not be mentally ill. They might be brain damaged.

· What is their educational and psychological history? Don’t assume that if they weren’t in special education they didn’t need it. Schools do not evaluate children: they label them. FASD especially goes undiagnosed. A kid labeled as a behavior problem might have actually been struggling. As Diane Malbin says, if a child can’t be good they will be good at being bad. Behavioral issues are big red flags for brain problems.

· Are there signs of dysmaturity? Has the client had friends his own age, or has he always been the type to hang around younger people and act like a younger person? People with impairments often hang around younger kids because that’s where they feel accepted.  

· Does your client have a driver’s license? Be alert to excuses made about why your client never passed his driving test, or passed his GED, or passed an entrance exam for a job.   

· What is the work history? Those with impairments often struggle with even menial work. They don’t show up on time, they “forget” to punch in and out, or they get in trouble for silly infractions. An adult with impairments might not be able to master a cash register, for instance, but rather than admit this embarrassing fact he picks a fight with his boss, calls him the F word and storms out. Chronic unemployment is a sign there may be something wrong with your client; don’t assume he is just lazy.

· Be aware that family members and friends often help hide the disability. A mom who drank in pregnancy won’t want to admit it. A brother might feel a little sorry for his slow sister and do a lot of things to help. Many people do this instinctively. I was trained to consider these folks the invisible wheelchair helpers for those with invisible disabilities. As wonderful as these helpers are, they can’t be counted to honestly assess your client.  

· How many diagnoses does your client have? The longer the list, the higher the chance no one has looked at the real problem of brain damage. It is common for kids with FASD, for instance, to get a laundry list of misdiagnoses, from Oppositional Defiant Disorder to ADHD. There is a lot of resistance in families to admitting a child or adult is slow.

· Remember that people with impairments look like you and me. They can be attractive, presentable, charming and even eloquent people. Or they can be ugly, annoying, selfish and crazy. They have the same complex spectrum of human behavior as anyone else. An impaired person might be a little “slow” but they are never simple.

When we consider possible impairments, I think it is important to frame these issues in compassionate ways for our clients. No one wants to learn they have disabilities. People with impairments are often smart enough to know they are disabled but too handicapped to do anything about it. It is an extremely painful, difficult place to live. Our society is deeply shaming to those impairments. Think of how many times you have heard even nice friends call each other “retards” or ridicule those who are “retarded.” Clients who have impairments are shamed by their own struggles. They don’t want to be one of the “retards.” Taking a warm, understanding approach helps them come to terms with why they function the way they do. In turn, they will be more open and cooperative when an evaluation is needed.
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