
Peter Poullos:
Doctors w�th d�sab�l�t�es ex�st �n small but �mpactful numbers. How do they nav�gate the�r journey? What are the challenges? What are the benef�ts to pat�ents and to the�r peers?
And what can we learn from the�r exper�ences? Jo�n us as we explore the stor�es of doctors, PAs, nurses, OTs, PTs, pharmac�sts, dent�sts, and other health profess�onals w�th
d�sab�l�t�es. We'll also be �nterv�ew�ng the researchers and pol�cymakers that dr�ve med�c�ne forward towards real equ�ty and �nclus�on. I am Peter Poullos and I am thr�lled to
br�ng you the Docs W�th D�sab�l�t�es Podcast.

Sof�a Schlozman: (Narrat�on)
Hello, and welcome back to the Docs W�th D�sab�l�t�es Podcast. In th�s ep�sode, we are jo�ned by Dr. Hammad Aslam. Dr. Aslam �s a phys�atr�st �n Duluth, Georg�a, as well as a
speaker, wr�ter, and d�sab�l�ty advocate. Dr. Aslam exper�enced an automob�le acc�dent as a young adult that caused a traumat�c bra�n �njury and a T2 complete sp�nal cord
�njury. In th�s ep�sode, he d�scusses h�s journey through med�cal school and res�dency, the �mpact of mentorsh�p throughout h�s career, and how be�ng a wheelcha�r user has
shaped h�s relat�onsh�ps w�th pat�ents, and h�s outlook on l�fe.

Peter Poullos:
Good morn�ng, Dr. Aslam, welcome to the Docs W�th D�sab�l�t�es Podcast. We're so exc�ted to have you on for th�s ep�sode.

Hammad Aslam:
My name �s Hammad Aslam. I'm a phys�atr�st �n the Atlanta area. I d�d my med�cal school at the Med�cal College of Georg�a and then res�dency at the Un�vers�ty of Alabama at
B�rm�ngham, and then a fellowsh�p �n sp�nal cord �njury med�c�ne at Stanford.

Peter Poullos:
I'd just l�ke you to tell the aud�ence a l�ttle b�t about what your l�fe was l�ke before your sp�nal cord �njury.

Hammad Aslam:
I was always part�c�pat�ng �n phys�cal act�v�ty, �n sports, sw�mm�ng, cl�mb�ng. I loved we�ghtl�ft�ng, go�ng for h�kes. I l�ked go�ng for walks. I loved just go�ng around travel�ng,
see�ng new th�ngs. And then all that suddenly changed when I was �nvolved �n the acc�dent. And then I real�zed I had to d�scover new th�ngs to do and bu�ld a new l�fe for myself.

Peter Poullos:
You had not only a complete sp�nal cord �njury, but also a severe bra�n �njury.

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah, that bra�n �njury, I feel l�ke that was the part where I felt l�ke I den�ed �t more �n the beg�nn�ng. I felt l�ke I could do everyth�ng the same. When... before my �njury, th�ngs just
came extremely easy to me, and I was very conf�dent �n myself. Then all of a sudden, after the �njury, when I had to start med�cal school,  just a year after my �njury, I wasn't as
conf�dent �n my ab�l�t�es. I was st�ll try�ng to get accustomed to my new l�fe, to my new body, and the way my new m�nd worked. It was a lot to accept all at once. And I had to
make certa�n learn�ng adaptat�ons, I had to learn �n d�fferent ways.

Peter Poullos:
What exactly was that l�ke study�ng w�th a bra�n �njury?

Hammad Aslam:
I would read th�ngs and I felt l�ke �t d�dn't st�ck. And so I would just keep try�ng to read �t �nstead of try�ng to go about th�ngs �n a new way. I kept try�ng to hammer th�ng the way I
thought that �t should �mmed�ately just go �nto my head, but �t wasn't work�ng l�ke that. So I had to relearn. I d�scovered d�fferent ways of study�ng, for example, lectures that I'd



found onl�ne, v�deos. And then I had some really great mentors �n res�dency who gu�ded me and I got through med�cal school, I passed all my board exams on the f�rst try. I d�d
well, I got �nto a great res�dency program somehow (laughs). And they sa�d, "You know, your, your knowledge �s there.” It's more about, I th�nk the lack of conf�dence that I had.

Once I got over that, well, you know, some of my attend�ngs really trusted me w�th my med�cal management, trusted me w�th respons�b�l�t�es and that empowered me. And that
helped me to overcome a lot of th�ngs that I had probably mentally block�ng me and prevent�ng my own progress w�th th�ngs.

Peter Poullos:
You talk about a turn�ng po�nt �n your v�deo where one of your attend�ngs gave you more autonomy than anybody else had g�ven you, left you alone w�th the pat�ents, and let you
run the serv�ce. Who was that? And what d�d that feel l�ke?

Hammad Aslam:
That was Dr. Law �n Alabama. He was an amaz�ng attend�ng and just an amaz�ng person. You know, he was actually a ped�atr�c phys�atr�st. So maybe that's why, because he
saw a lot of ch�ldren who were born w�th phys�cal d�sab�l�t�es, such as cerebral palsy, or who may have acqu�red d�sab�l�t�es such as sp�nal cord �njur�es or bra�n �njur�es when
they're very young.

 

So maybe that's why he was so attuned, and he d�dn't treat me any d�fferent than anyone else, except for the fact that he trusted me, he really trusted me. He knew that I could
take care of the pat�ents, just l�ke any other phys�c�an could. And so he would say, "All r�ght, you know, serv�ce �s yours, I'm go�ng to go see some other pat�ents �n the cl�n�c. And,
you know, you can deal w�th whatever �ssues come up." And I sa�d "Okay."

Peter Poullos:
What was �t l�ke for you �n med�cal school us�ng a wheelcha�r? What was �t l�ke w�th your classmates? How d�d �t affect your fr�endsh�ps and how d�d �t affect your treatment by
faculty members?

Hammad Aslam:
So my faculty members and peers �n my class were all amaz�ng. They all helped me out and not �n a derogatory or offens�ve way e�ther. Somet�mes you hear about people go�ng
out of the way and mak�ng someone w�th a d�sab�l�ty feel l�ke they're a ch�ld. I feel l�ke my peers were very much well-tuned to that. And they kept me on the�r same level as d�d
the faculty members there.

Some of them knew that I needed the help w�th certa�n th�ngs such as the phys�cal exam. And so I had faculty members stay�ng after class or com�ng �n at d�fferent t�mes to show
me how to do th�ngs and how to adapt to certa�n phys�cal exam maneuvers wh�le �n a wheelcha�r or wh�le us�ng a stand�ng wheelcha�r, wh�ch I acqu�red.

Hammad Aslam:
My peers, oh man, certa�n classmates I have, you know, I'll never forget them just for the th�ngs that they d�d, whether that was prov�d�ng emot�onal support and lett�ng me know
that I could do th�ngs, but also phys�cal. I remember one student who I'm actually work�ng �n the same hosp�tal w�th h�m now, he bas�cally went through all the th�ngs �n the
anatomy lab that I couldn't see properly because I'm �n a wheelcha�r, even w�th a stand�ng wheelcha�r, �t's d�ff�cult to see certa�n th�ngs �n the lab, th�ngs �n the, the human body.
So he actually pat�ently went through so many th�ngs and I'll always be grateful to h�m for that.

Peter Poullos:
I had a very s�m�lar exper�ence �n my res�dency �n rad�ology at Stanford. I couldn't even deal w�th some of my personal care �n the beg�nn�ng. And people l�ke my res�dency
coord�nator actually went out of the�r way to help me w�th that stuff even when we couldn't get ass�stance through the hosp�tal.



 

And actually, my classmates too actually, prov�ded some personal care for me, that would have been d�ff�cult or very expens�ve to have all day long. So yeah, �t's pretty amaz�ng.
You know, the s�de of human�ty that you see after a sp�nal cord �njury g�ves you a w�ndow �nto the k�ndness of others, don't you th�nk?

Hammad Aslam
Oh, absolutely.

Peter Poullos:
Somet�mes I th�nk about what �f I could go back �n t�me and not have the sp�nal cord �njury?

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah-

Peter Poullos:
Of course, l�ke that would be great, I would have loved to not have a sp�nal cord �njury.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
But at the same t�me-

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
... l�ke, �t would also be hard for me to let go of what I've seen and what I've learned along the way.

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely.

Peter Poullos:
I w�sh I could sw�tch back and forth between t�mel�nes.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs) Yeah. Yeah, me too.

Peter Poullos:
I could come here and be a rad�olog�st and hang out w�th my sp�nal cord �njury-



Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
... and then I could go for the weekend and take a jog and a b�ke r�de �n my other l�fe.

Hammad Aslam:
I mean, even just the, the way I'm able to �nteract w�th pat�ents now, �t's so much more benef�c�al that I feel l�ke I can't do the same th�ng �f I was able-bod�ed. I feel l�ke I wouldn't
be able to connect w�th the pat�ents the way I am able to do so now.

Peter Poullos:
Yeah. Tell me about that. Part of our argument for more doctors w�th d�sab�l�t�es �n med�c�ne �s exactly what you're say�ng that because you've been on both s�des of the curta�n,
so to speak, you understand what �t's l�ke to be a pat�ent and you're able to prov�de more, I would say, culturally humble care or more empath�c care. Tell me what makes you a
better doctor now than you would have been able-bod�ed.

Hammad Aslam:
I feel l�ke hav�ng a d�sab�l�ty automat�cally connects myself to people �n a way that other �dent�t�es cannot. For example, I've had many pat�ents who I am very d�fferent from. If
you look at me, I'm brown, I'm from South As�a, my name �s Hammad Aslam. I'm clearly fore�gn. And, you know, I pract�ce down here �n the South. Some of my pat�ents, you
know, don't have many �nteract�ons w�th phys�c�ans who, who are from another country or anyone from another country or another rel�g�ous background.

My background I'm from Pak�stan. And the th�ng �s l�ke just hav�ng an �njury connects me w�th them, no matter how d�fferent we are �n terms of race, rel�g�on, cultural background,
anyth�ng l�ke that. I'm able to connect w�th them and bond w�th them because we both have suffered �n a way. We both have seen the fleet�ng nature of l�fe and how th�ngs
change, because we've both seen that �n our own un�que way, we're able to connect w�th each other.

I'm able to form that bond w�th them. And some of my peers have told me th�s, that the pat�ent may trust me more than they'll trust someone else. They sort of trust someone
who's able-bod�ed l�ke an able-bod�ed phys�c�an, just because I've, you know, "been there and can feel the�r pa�n."

Peter Poullos:
What sort of accommodat�ons d�d you ask for or get �n med�cal school?

Hammad Aslam:
In med�cal school, I had a stand�ng wheelcha�r that someone very, very generously purchased for me. And �n add�t�on to that, there wasn't a whole lot of accommodat�ons. I th�nk
that was more because of my stubbornness more than anyth�ng, you know, me say�ng, "No, th�ngs aren't d�fferent. I can do everyth�ng the same."

 

I feel l�ke I could have had more accommodat�ons �f I asked for them, but noth�ng that really held me back. When I was d�agnosed w�th ADHD �n med�cal school, after my bra�n
�njury, they allowed me to take the exam �n a separate room and have just t�me and a half. And that just helped me out r�ght there.

Peter Poullos:
Yeah, that's really �mportant for people w�th learn�ng d�sab�l�t�es or any sort of cogn�t�ve �ssues. So that's good. I was actually go�ng to ask you about that, the accommodat�ons for
the bra�n �njury. But how d�d you exam�ne pat�ents from your wheelcha�r?



Hammad Aslam:
So my stand�ng wheelcha�r, �t allows me to stand up and has a chest strap that holds me �n because I don't have trunk stab�l�ty. So w�th that, I'm able to do, �n add�t�on to reach�ng
them and, you know, just check�ng the�r heart and lungs �n bed.

In res�dency, you know, my spec�alty �s phys�cal med�c�ne and rehab�l�tat�on, on my sports med�c�ne rotat�on I had to do a lot of shoulder exams and knee exams and shoulder
�nject�ons and knee �nject�ons. And so be�ng able to stand up, reach forward, wh�ch I obv�ously cannot do. I can't even reach forward w�thout accommodat�ons. Be�ng able to do
those th�ngs, �t was a game-changer. And I was able to do a lot of �nject�ons, pat�ent exam�nat�ons.

It's not someth�ng I wanted to do every day because the stand�ng wheelcha�r �s extremely heavy. And as I sa�d, �t's an accommodat�on, �t's bulky. The most frequent �nject�on I do
�s just l�ke a tr�gger po�nt �nject�ons �n, l�ke, the�r neck or upper back. And those I can just do from my normal wheelcha�r.

 

And pat�ents I found are when they see me, they're more than w�ll�ng to accommodate me. They're... L�ke, even though they just may have had an �njury, they're l�ke, "Oh, le- let
me get closer to you. Let me scoot forward." And I'm l�ke, "You just fractured your h�p. You don't need to, you know, accommodate me." (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
Are there any th�ngs �n the phys�cal exam that you can't do or you just sk�p?

Hammad Aslam:
I remember �n med�cal school, espec�ally when we have to do l�ke a head-to-toe, full phys�cal exam for our OSCEs and for, l�ke, the Step 2 CK, just learn�ng. If I can't qu�ckly
maneuver from one s�de to the other, just do�ng everyth�ng on one s�de of the pat�ent's body or �t was one reg�on and then mov�ng and do�ng the other reg�on. That's someth�ng
that they taught me how to do �n med�cal school.

 

Other than that, there �sn't a whole lot I couldn't do. I mean, we know that hav�ng someone bend over and test them for scol�os�s �s a l�ttle b�t challeng�ng or test�ng even l�ke the�r
feet for clonus wh�le they're just s�tt�ng down �s a l�ttle b�t d�ff�cult. When they're ly�ng �n bed, I can typ�cally exam�ne pat�ents a lot eas�er.

 

And I found that for �nd�v�duals who may be hes�tant about pursu�ng med�c�ne, everywhere I've been to, people... as I've sa�d before, are more than w�ll�ng to make
accommodat�ons, they'll make accommodat�on before I even ask. You know, before I even came here to th�s hosp�tal, they were st�ll us�ng paper charts. And so they moved all
the charts lower, put them on d�fferent area, just so I could reach them when I came here. If they found out the doors were a l�ttle b�t heavy, they automat�cally �nstalled the
automat�c doors places.

Peter Poullos:
W�thout your even hav�ng to ask?

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. W�thout me even hav�ng to ask. (laughs)



Peter Poullos:
That's pretty awesome.

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
D�d your call schedule ever need to be mod�f�ed so you d�dn't have to take overn�ght call, or d�d you just do the same as everyone else?

Hammad Aslam:
No, no, �t was mod�f�ed. I remember on my surgery rotat�on I d�dn't have to take overn�ght call. For my OB-GYN rotat�on, �t was �n-house so I had to stay there overn�ght. It was
l�ke three days a week. It was just 24-hour call, but I had a n�ce room to stay �n the hosp�tal, access�ble bathroom. So that was, that was fun.

 

In res�dency, I had �n-house call where I stayed there. It was a completely access�ble room w�th an access�ble shower. They even put a shower bench �n there for me, you know,
�f I needed a shower. So that was great. They made a lot of accommodat�ons for that through res�dency.

Peter Poullos:
What d�d you do on your surg�cal rotat�on? D�d you st�ll scrub �nto surger�es?

Hammad Aslam:
I d�d. Yeah, I scrubbed �nto surger�es. I del�vered bab�es, C-sect�ons. A stand�ng wheelcha�r was key. Scrubb�ng �nto surger�es was d�fferent.  I had to stand up �n front of the s�nk
and you get fully scrubbed �n. Then, at that po�nt, I'm ster�le. Someone else had to pull me down, pos�t�on me �n front of the pat�ent on the operat�ng room. And then stand me
back up.

Peter Poullos:
Who d�d that for you?

Hammad Aslam
Usually one of the scrub techs would help me out.

Peter Poullos:
Wow. That's awesome.

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
Yeah, I wondered about that, but the wheelcha�r �sn't ster�le, but that's f�ne, r�ght? Because �t's part�ally covered by your gown.



Hammad Aslam:
It's part�ally covered by the gown. The only th�ng that was, I guess, overlook�ng the pat�ent was me �n, you know, fully covered gown. I know because I was stand�ng up. So
everyth�ng that was wa�st up was just cover�ng the gown. Below my wa�st, there would be l�ke the t�res and everyth�ng, but that would be out of the f�eld less bas�cally l�ke shoes,
scrub shoes, and that actually would be beh�nd.

Peter Poullos:
D�d you use that chest strap when you were �n the stand�ng wheelcha�r?

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, absolutely. Yeah. Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
D�d you get to retract?

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, yeah. I had to hold retractors for a wh�le, but on my OB-GYN rotat�on, I remember my attend�ng, she would let me, l�ke, close up and do a lot of th�ngs. So that was great.

Peter Poullos:
Wow, that's awesome. Well, I th�nk that a lot of pre-med and med�cal students are go�ng to be encouraged by th�s conversat�on.

Hammad Aslam:
Oh great. (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
There's go�ng to be people �n the aud�ence who are l�sten�ng to th�s and are go�ng to say, "Oh, well, that's n�ce for you." You guys have v�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es, you're �n a wheelcha�r,
that engenders, you know, sympathy and understand�ng. But for those w�th �nv�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es and chron�c �llness, I th�nk that the�r exper�ence �s a lot d�fferent. I was go�ng to
ask you about the d�fference between v�s�ble and �nv�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es and the treatment that one m�ght rece�ve.

Hammad Aslam:
I th�nk that's very unfa�r the way there's a d�st�nct�on between v�s�ble and �nv�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es. My bra�n �njury was techn�cally an �nv�s�ble �njury. For me, that was more of a
h�ndrance and more of a barr�er to success for me throughout med�cal school and res�dency than my wheelcha�r ever was. Even though people saw my wheelcha�r, for me, the
bra�n �njury, the lack of focus, the anx�ety that came w�th that was huge. I mean, �t, �t affected everyth�ng from school to my relat�onsh�ps, my, you know, my marr�ed l�fe.

 

It takes a lot of courage to be outspoken on the �nv�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es. I feel l�ke �t takes a lot more courage for all the people who have �ntellectual d�sab�l�t�es or psycholog�cal
d�sab�l�t�es, d�seases or d�sorders that affect them. Be�ng outspoken about those th�ngs takes a lot more courage than me who just rolls �n �n a wheelcha�r and people w�ll say,
"Oh, okay, we’ve got to make these accommodat�ons for h�m. We’ve got to help h�m out �n that way."

Peter Poullos:
Yeah. I mean, there's a lot more �ssues around d�sclosure because w�th us, there's no way to avo�d, (laughs) you know, d�sclose-



Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
... soon as I walk �n w�th my crutches or my segway or you w�th your wheelcha�r, people sort of understand �mmed�ately-

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely.

Peter Poullos:
... and they get �t-

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
... and we don't have any opt�on about d�sclosure, but for some people, �t's a very d�ff�cult dec�s�on whether or not to d�sclose. And there's a lot of fear that they have that
d�sclos�ng w�ll

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
... have a negat�ve �mpact on the�r career. For people w�th less v�s�ble d�sab�l�t�es, they’re often met w�th skept�c�sm or there are accommodat�ons are den�ed.

Hammad Aslam
Mm-hmm (aff�rmat�ve).

Peter Poullos:
Espec�ally mental �llness �s severely st�gmat�zed st�ll �n med�c�ne. So lately, I've been try�ng to be more open about my struggles...w�th mental �llness and depress�on and anx�ety
just to try and normal�ze that. I mean, I don't know how you can be a doctor and not be on Prozac.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs) Yeah, I agree.

Peter Poullos:
You do talk about �n your TEDx talk from 2018 that you d�d suffer some d�scr�m�nat�on or m�streatment or were treated d�fferently by people along the way. Can you tell me a l�ttle
b�t about that?

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely. Ah, �t's an ongo�ng th�ng. You know, I've, I've been talked down to, people have patted me on my head before, I've had people talk to my w�fe and not to me. They
talked about me to her as �f I wasn't even there.



Peter Poullos:
Oh, my w�fe gets so mad when they do that.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
Oh, she gets f�red up. She's l�ke, "Why are you talk�ng to me? Talk to h�m."

Hammad Aslam:
Exactly. Exactly. It's so frustrat�ng. (laughs) I, I th�nk �t's chang�ng. I mean there's more representat�on of �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es �n the med�a. And I th�nk that people are
see�ng that and th�ngs are chang�ng, but st�ll, �t's hard to overcome. There �sn't as much representat�on �n the med�cal f�eld as we've talked about.  People st�ll have the
percept�on that an �nd�v�dual who has had a severe �njury or was born w�th a phys�cal d�sab�l�ty or a mental d�sab�l�ty, they cannot do the same th�ngs that other people can do. I
feel l�ke that barr�er w�ll cont�nue. And �t's just a struggle that we'll have to keep work�ng aga�nst, yeah.

Peter Poullos:
Has anybody ever asked you �f they can pray on you or lay hands on you to heal you?

Hammad Aslam:
Yes. Oh, man.  I just f�n�shed a book by Zach Anner and he was talk�ng about the three people you meet at a bar when you have a d�sab�l�ty and that's one of them. You know,
there's always l�ke the h�gh f�ve person who's l�ke, "Oh, yeah." You know, "glad you're out here." But there's always that person who wants to pray on you and I've had many,
many people pray on me, pray for me. And I guess they're confused why I haven't been healed �nstantly, but �t happens all the t�me.

Peter Poullos:
Somet�mes I actually pretend to be healed.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
I have done that before. They'll ask you afterwards, l�ke, "Are you better?"

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, yeah. (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
What does the word �nsp�rat�onal mean to you?

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, man. Insp�rat�onal, unfortunately, �t's lost �ts mean�ng now. It seems l�ke a mean�ngless term that's thrown around by people who just see someth�ng �nterest�ng. And a lot of
t�mes the word �nsp�rat�on or �nsp�rat�onal �s used by people who and they... what they mean by �s, "Well, I'm glad �t's that person and not me." You know. (laughs) They say, "Oh,
that person �s so �nsp�rat�onal." What they're say�ng �s, "Oh, I'm glad that person has a d�sab�l�ty and they're do�ng what they're do�ng, but I'm glad I don't have to deal w�th that."



Peter Poullos:
Yeah, I agree. And people have such low expectat�ons of those w�th d�sab�l�t�es that just do�ng ord�nary th�ngs l�ke gett�ng up �n the morn�ng and go�ng to work makes you
�nsp�rat�onal.

Hammad Aslam:
And many people �n the gym tell me l�ke, "Oh man, you're my �nsp�rat�on." I'm l�ke, "I'm just �n the gym do�ng, (laughs) you know, some m�n�mal phys�cal act�v�t�es just so my
shoulders don't go really bad �n a couple of years. I don't know how that's �nsp�rat�onal.

Peter Poullos:
In your YouTube v�deo you talk about the �mportance of language and how language shapes the way that people v�ew those w�th d�sab�l�t�es. Tell me more about that.

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely. The words that we use can really def�ne and e�ther box �n a person or free them and allow them to d�scover more th�ngs and really reach the�r potent�al. If we are
constantly tell�ng someone w�th a d�sab�l�ty or not tell�ng even, just treat�ng them as �f they can only do certa�n th�ngs, �f they can only, you know, pursue certa�n spec�alt�es. Those
are �n med�cal school now, but they can only pursue certa�n spec�alt�es because they have a d�sab�l�ty or the fact that they are d�sabled. Even that word �mpl�es that that person
as an �nd�v�dual �s not a whole, that there's someth�ng wrong w�th them, that they are not complete. And therefore, not able to do certa�n th�ngs, not able to be certa�n th�ngs, or
feel certa�n th�ngs.

Peter Poullos:
What sort of language do you use about yourself? Do you cons�der yourself to be d�sabled?

Hammad Aslam:
I do not. I say that I have a d�sab�l�ty or that I am a wheelcha�r user and that's more of a broad term. If I'm try�ng to f�nd out that, for example, the access�b�l�ty of someplace, I say
I'm a wheelcha�r user. And that way they can just say, "Oh, okay. He just uses a wheelcha�r. That person �s not d�sabled. That person �s not def�ned by �t, but he's just a
wheelcha�r user."

 

And so, that change �n the way we use that word or chang�ng the way we refer to someone really prevents the clos�ng �n of a person and what they can or cannot do or how we
perce�ve them. A wheelcha�r user �s def�n�tely d�fferent than someone who's d�sabled and can't do anyth�ng. Just those two percept�ons.

Peter Poullos:
Why d�d you dec�de to become a phys�atr�st?

Hammad Aslam:
I dec�ded to become a phys�atr�st because �t seemed just l�ke the perfect f�t for me. I mean, our ph�losophy of phys�atry �s �ncreas�ng a pat�ent's funct�on and qual�ty of l�fe. For
me, that's what I was try�ng do for myself. That's what I've been try�ng do for myself for many years.

I was f�rst exposed to phys�atry as a pat�ent after my �njury. And I d�scovered that th�s was the best way that I could connect w�th pat�ents, I felt l�ke. It just absolutely f�t my
personal�ty �n that I would have a lot of pat�ent �nteract�on. I would be able to speak to pat�ents, d�scover what �s... was hold�ng them back from do�ng the th�ngs they want to do,
whether that was pa�n, spast�c�ty, bowel or bladder �ssues, I can help them w�th all those th�ngs.



Peter Poullos:
What was your exper�ence at Stanford l�ke for your sp�nal cord �njury fellowsh�p?

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, my exper�ence there was great. I had a lot of �nteract�on w�th pat�ents who not only had sp�nal cord �njur�es, very, uh, recently. I also spent a lot of t�me at the VA �n Palo Alto
where pat�ents had sp�nal cord �njur�es for decades, 30, 40, 50, 60 years. And just see�ng how they were, that was eye-open�ng for me.

And my attend�ng phys�c�ans were all awesome. They all treated me and taught me very well. Dr. Ota �s actually, he's the d�rector of the sp�nal cord un�t at the Palo Alto VA. He's
actually a wheelcha�r user h�mself. H�s �njury level �s even h�gher than m�ne, he has a cerv�cal level �njury and see�ng how he's a total rock star, that was super cool.

Peter Poullos: 

Yeah. Dr. Ota �s great. He actually v�s�ted me �n the hosp�tal. I was �n at Santa Clara Valley as a pat�ent. He actually came to v�s�t me when I was st�ll very paralyzed and just
gave me encouragement that I could return back to med�c�ne and pract�ce. And he told me about h�s exper�ence gett�ng �njured �n med�cal school and I thought that was really
generous of h�m to come. And I even thought for a second about do�ng that sp�nal cord �njury fellowsh�p. I had the oppos�te react�on as you d�d.

Hammad Aslam:
Really?

Peter Poullos:
I wanted to separate my sp�nal cord �njury from my work... But I, I th�nk what you d�d �s smart �n that you bundled �t all together and �t makes sense. So, are you �n a pr�vate
pract�ce now?

Hammad Aslam:
I'm part of a pr�vate pract�ce, but I'm mostly over here �n Gw�nnett County. I'm the Med�cal D�rector of Norths�de Glancy Rehab�l�tat�on Center �n Duluth, Georg�a, wh�ch �s l�ke 20
m�nutes from where I grew up, 20-m�nute dr�ve so �t's good to be back home.

And I love what I do. I love my pat�ents, every s�ngle one of them. And I've had actually fr�ends' parents as my pat�ents here or I've had one of my faculty members from school.
I've had her as my pat�ent here. I feel l�ke I'm g�v�ng back to commun�ty, the commun�ty where I grew up.

Peter Poullos:
In th�s blog post, you wrote ent�tled L�fe After you sa�d the follow�ng, "I w�ll never be able to r�de a rollercoaster aga�n or know what �t's l�ke to hold my w�fe's hand wh�le we stand
barefoot �n the sand on a beach. But there are other th�ngs. Each day �s a beaut�ful day, th�ngs are not taken for granted, anger and other negat�ve feel�ngs are not an �ssue.
Qual�ty, not quant�ty. Th�s acc�dent, e�ght years ago, �s the best th�ng that could have happened to me."

Can you elaborate on that?

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely. I remember that's actually one of the th�ngs my w�fe told me that drew her to me was the fact that I d�dn't take th�ngs for granted and that everyth�ng was so wondrous
and new to me. Every s�ngle morn�ng I wake up w�th a sm�le, just glad to be here. And �t's the way I come to work. I treat my pat�ents and whenever people ask me how I'm
do�ng, I always say, you know, "Awesome, I'm do�ng wonderful." Because �t's true. And be�ng caught up �n the past, th�nk�ng about what used to be and what I can't do now, that's



just a sl�ppery slope and that's not a great way to l�ve l�fe for anyone, whether your l�fe has changed dramat�cally or �f �t hasn't. We can always compare the way th�ngs are now to
the way th�ngs used to be or the way th�ngs could be.

 

I st�ll med�tate and I st�ll do all bas�cally m�ndfulness techn�ques. And that keeps me focused on th�s moment and not worry�ng about what used to be and what could have been.
Each moment that we have �s so, so beaut�ful.

Peter Poullos:
That's good that you use those m�ndfulness techn�ques and med�tat�on. I use w�ne,

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs) great techn�que.

Peter Poullos:
... w�ne, den�al and-

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
... w�ne, den�al, repress�on and-... and humor, I guess. But I should try, I should try your techn�ques.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs)

Peter Poullos:
Although, you know, I do hate �t when people say, "Oh, you're so pos�t�ve."

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
As �f they expect you to be just b�tter, and angry, and m�serable.

You wr�te about your w�fe, and you say, "What �s aston�sh�ng �s how Za�nab sacr�f�ced so many th�ngs �n her l�fe and w�ll�ngly dec�ded to be by my s�de, desp�te all the changes �n
her l�fe that she has made and would have to cont�nue to make." Now that �s commendable. That �s what makes a hero.

Hammad Aslam
I stand by that statement. That �s what makes a hero. I was put �nto th�s, I never asked for �t. I was put �nto �t, I'm deal�ng w�th �t. But she saw what I'm deal�ng w�th. She knew that
her l�fe would be d�fferent. She w�ll�ngly went forward and agreed to marry me. (laughs) She sa�d yes. She cont�nues to l�ve her l�fe, even though �t's completely d�fferent.



 

She’s a mom, you know, Mother’s Day �s com�ng up on Sunday. We have a two-year-old at home. Her l�fe �s completely d�fferent than all her best fr�ends who are also moms. In
that, unfortunately, she does have to take the brunt of the work, bath�ng h�m, putt�ng h�m to sleep just because I cannot phys�cally do those th�ngs. So that's an �nsp�rat�on. I'll use
the word there. (laughs) Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
You know, yeah, I'm �n the same s�tuat�on. We actually have a n�ne-month-old at home.

Hammad Aslam:
Wow.

Peter Poullos:
And yeah, I mean, when I read th�s quote �n that same art�cle and �t very much h�t home, I'm just go�ng to read �t because �t's someth�ng that resonated w�th me as a d�sabled
parent. And you say, "When we go out, she does not only have to th�nk about and manage herself, but also our son La�th and me. It’s not uncommon for her to be on busy
streets unload�ng La�th, La�th's stroller and bag, and then my wheelcha�r wh�le mak�ng sure we're all safe. Fly�ng �s a whole ordeal �n �tself." And then you go on to say, "La�th �s
almost 17 months old and I'm st�ll phys�cally unable to p�ck h�m up out of h�s cr�b or l�e h�m down. I cannot put h�m �n h�s h�ghcha�r to feed h�m. I cannot put h�m �n and take h�m
out of the bathtub to bathe h�m. I've seen her get by w�th l�ttle to no sleep for months wh�le she took care of La�th on her own. She does all these th�ngs and so, so much more."

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah, yeah. That f�rst year, espec�ally, what you're go�ng through �s an extremely tough t�me, espec�ally when they're so small and squ�rmy. Now he's two years old, he's tall, he
can walk on h�s own. So �t's a l�ttle b�t eas�er for h�m to... He enjoys hopp�ng on my lap and go�ng for a r�de around the house. You know, he jumps from my lap to h�s h�ghcha�r
now. He's able to boost h�mself up �n h�s cr�b and then just k�nd of hops onto my lap when he wants to come out. So he's become more �ndependent, wh�ch has made �t eas�er
for me.

Peter Poullos:
What do you th�nk we can do to �ncrease representat�on of doctors w�th d�sab�l�t�es �n med�c�ne?

Hammad Aslam:
I th�nk that w�ll take strateg�es, you know, on many d�fferent levels from the �nd�v�dual level, chang�ng our percept�ons on �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es, all the way to the leg�slat�ve
and commun�ty level, mak�ng everyth�ng access�ble and mak�ng th�ngs more �nclus�ve �n terms of not just s�dewalks and fac�l�t�es, but mak�ng schools more �nclus�ve.

 

It starts from the elementary school and m�ddle school, h�gh school, and see�ng representat�on and see�ng other �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es �n these env�ronments w�ll allow
those �nd�v�duals to flour�sh. And eventually, �f they want to become doctors can become doctors or pursue the�r other goals and spec�alt�es, or some �nd�v�duals who may then
see those �nd�v�dual d�sab�l�t�es and they themselves become someone w�th a d�sab�l�ty themselves, they can see l�ke, "Oh yeah, I remember you know, when when I was �n
college �n undergrad, there was someone �n my b�ochem�stry class who was also �n a wheelcha�r and she wanted to be a doctor. So I can be one too."

Peter Poullos:
Yeah. I mean, that's part of what we're try�ng to do w�th th�s podcast.



Hammad Aslam:
Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
R�ght? L�sa calls �t asynchronous mentorsh�p.

Hammad Aslam:
(laughs) That's true, yeah. R�ght.

Peter Poullos:
And talk�ng about these �ssues and showcas�ng phys�c�ans and other profess�onals who are successful �n the�r careers that we can encourage other people that they can do �t
also.

Hammad Aslam:
When I was �n res�dency at the Un�vers�ty of Alabama at B�rm�ngham, there was the Lakeshore Foundat�on there, wh�ch was the Olymp�c and Paralymp�c tra�n�ng s�te. And that
was where I �nteracted w�th other �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es for the f�rst t�me, because, you know, I had my �njury and then started med�cal school, d�dn't really have much
�nteract�on w�th other �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es unt�l I went to the Lakeshore Foundat�on. And saw �t was used as a way to level the play�ng f�eld and show that, "Hey, l�fe's not
over. Hey, you know, we're st�ll play�ng sports, do�ng great th�ngs." And they encouraged phys�cal act�v�ty and health there. And that's someth�ng that was �mportant to me before
my �njury. And �t st�ll rema�ns �mportant to th�s day. I feel l�ke sports and just gett�ng out there phys�cally �s a way to not only connect w�th other �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es, but
also show people w�thout d�sab�l�t�es that, "Hey, we can st�ll do a lot of th�ngs. I cl�mb more now, and I've cl�mbed more after my �njury than I ever d�d before my �njury."

Peter Poullos:
L�ke rock cl�mb?

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah, rock cl�mb. (laughs) Yeah.

Peter Poullos:
You can pull your whole body up w�th your arms w�thout us�ng your legs at all?

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. Yeah. 

Peter Poullos:
Wow.

Hammad Aslam:
... as I sa�d, I used to really l�ke we�ghtl�ft�ng before my �njury. So I guess �t came �n handy.

Peter Poullos:
How do you th�nk be�ng a person of color �mpacts your exper�ence as a d�sabled person? What �s the �ntersect�on l�ke?



Hammad Aslam:
The �ntersect�onal�ty as an �nd�v�dual w�th d�sab�l�ty and as someone of color, someone from another country, espec�ally a South As�an country, someone w�th Musl�m name, you
know, �t prevented me from really accept�ng my �njury, I feel l�ke early after my acc�dent, because I d�dn't know anyone at the t�me who had a d�sab�l�ty. My l�fe had completely
changed because I just d�dn't know anyone w�th a d�sab�l�ty. And I hadn't seen anyone. There wasn't much representat�on.

 

And so, that made �t harder �n that. But however, �t allows me now to connect w�th people who are from South As�a, who are from East As�a, who have a d�fferent cultural
background. Hav�ng a d�fferent cultural background also, �t would seem l�ke �t would be a h�ndrance �n connect�ng w�th people, d�fferent cultural backgrounds from me. But
however, as we talked about earl�er, hav�ng the d�sab�l�ty really levels the play�ng f�eld and �t allows me to connect w�th people, even though everyth�ng else �s d�fferent about us.

Peter Poullos:
How does the Pak�stan� commun�ty v�ew people w�th d�sab�l�t�es?

Hammad Aslam:
I don't want to make too broad of a general�zat�on. I feel l�ke �t's just l�ke anyone who hasn't seen someone w�th a d�sab�l�ty do�ng a lot of th�ngs. I feel l�ke the commun�ty may see
someone l�ke me as someone who can't become a doctor or be marr�ed or have ch�ldren, or do all the th�ngs that I've accompl�shed. They may seem even more extraord�nary,
wh�ch �s l�m�t�ng. And I feel l�ke �t would have l�m�ted me �f I d�dn't have a very support�ve fam�ly and support system. My fr�ends who never treated me any d�fferently, even though
I may have been looked at d�fferently by others.

Peter Poullos:
What about be�ng Musl�m and hav�ng a d�sab�l�ty? Are there any spec�al cons�derat�ons or �ssues around that?

Hammad Aslam:
No, not �n part�cular. The only th�ng (laughs) that I always f�nd strange �s that when we enter the mosque, people w�ll take off the�r shoes. For me, what am I go�ng to do? Take off
my t�res, you know? And so, �t's just we�rd, roll r�ght �n. I've actually had one person, the door was heavy, so he helped open the door for me. He helped me �ns�de the mosque
and then he took off my shoes and I was l�ke, "Uh, thank you. But you know that, that, that, that does noth�ng, r�ght? L�ke, the po�nt of tak�ng off your shoes �s so you don't so�l the
ground where people pray. You know, �f you take off my shoes, my shoes are perfectly clean. I've never walked, (laughs) but okay. If that makes you feel better, (laugh�ng) you
know, go ahead and take them off."

Peter Poullos:
That �s one benef�t of paralys�s �s that you don't wear out your shoes as fast.

Hammad Aslam:
Exactly, yeah (laughs).

Peter Poullos:
You save money on shoes.

Hammad Aslam:
Oh, no doubt. Yeah. (laughs)



Peter Poullos:
What about the culture of the south and d�sab�l�ty? Are there any spec�al cons�derat�ons be�ng d�sabled �n Georg�a versus d�sabled �n Cal�forn�a?

Hammad Aslam:
No. Actually, there's huge representat�on down here, I guess, because we have the Shepherd Center �n Atlanta. When I was do�ng my res�dency �n B�rm�ngham, there was the
Lakeshore Foundat�on there. Of course, Cal�forn�a has got Santa Clara Valley and the very large VA system there.

 

I feel l�ke there w�ll always be very open-m�nded �nd�v�duals when �t comes to people w�th d�sab�l�t�es. There w�ll always be close-m�nded people, no matter where you go. But
there w�ll also always be a commun�ty. There's huge commun�ty here of �nd�v�dual w�th d�sab�l�t�es that I can connect w�th as well as �n Cal�forn�a and pretty much everywhere.
The south, �t gets a bad rep from the northerners, the west coasters. But I love the south. (laughs)

Peter Poullos:
What would you say to people w�th d�sab�l�t�es who want to be doctors? Do you have any adv�ce for them?

Hammad Aslam:
Yeah. If there's an �nd�v�dual w�th a d�sab�l�ty and wants to be a doctor, I feel, of course, connect�ng w�th the mentor �s �mportant. There are now many �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es
who are phys�c�ans. So I feel l�ke connect�ng w�th someone else who you know who �s a phys�c�an �s very �mportant. In add�t�on to that, just don't be l�ke me. Don't be afra�d.
Don't be anx�ous about �t. Everyone �n med�cal school, your peers, your faculty members, the other phys�c�ans, they're all on your s�de.

Peter Poullos:
Well, I have to say, �t was a real pleasure speak�ng w�th you th�s morn�ng. I th�nk that th�s conversat�on �s go�ng to be of great �nterest to our pre-med�cal and med�cal students.
And I just thank you for be�ng so open and honest w�th your exper�ence as a phys�c�an w�th d�sab�l�t�es. And I hope that we can work together �n the future to promote gett�ng
more people w�th d�sab�l�t�es �nto med�c�ne.

Hammad Aslam:
Absolutely. It's my pleasure. I really enjoyed talk�ng to you. And �f anyone wants to reach out to me, they can. I guess the best way you just reach me on Tw�tter. My Tw�tter
handle �s @HammadAslamMD. So that's H-A-M-M-A-D A-S-L-A-M MD.

Peter Poullos:
All r�ght. Cool. All r�ght, well, have a good rest of your day. Thanks for your t�me.

Sof�a Schlozman: (Narrat�on)
To our guest Dr. Aslam, thank you for so cand�dly shar�ng your exper�ences and your valuable �ns�ghts w�th our aud�ence. In your �nterv�ew, you d�scussed the �mportance of
representat�on and creat�ng opportun�t�es to see �nd�v�duals w�th d�sab�l�t�es �n d�verse spaces. I have no doubt that the stor�es you shared here w�ll create a powerful and hopeful
�mage for many prospect�ve healthcare workers �n our aud�ence. To our aud�ence, thank you so much for jo�n�ng us for th�s ep�sode. We hope you enjoyed our conversat�on w�th
Dr. Aslam, and we hope you w�ll subscr�be to our podcast and tune �n next t�me.
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