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Disability Awareness Activity
People are often uncomfortable interacting with individuals who have disabilities. The discomfort often stems from limited experience, and can be dispelled with increased knowledge and familiarity. This activity is designed to provide you with some basic dos and don’ts when encountering someone who has a disability. 

Language:

Listed below are terms commonly used to describe people with disabilities. Match the unacceptable term listed under the “Instead Of” column with the correct corresponding term in the “Say” column.

Instead Of…




Say….
A.  Handicapped or the disabled

___ Person with a learning disability

B.  Mute or dumb



___ Person without a disability

C.  Dwarf or midget



___ Person with autism

D.  Emotionally disturbed


___ Person with epilepsy

E.  Autistic




___ Congenital disability

F.  Suffers from, victim of


___ Person with mental retardation

G.  Learning disabled



___ Person who uses a wheelchair

H.  Normal




___ Person with Down syndrome

I.   Birth defect




___ Non-verbal

J.   Retarded




___ Person with …

K.   Handicapped parking


___ Person of short stature

L.   Epileptic




___ Person with a developmental delay

M.  Quadriplegic, paraplegic


___ Person with an emotional disability

N.  Mongoloid or downs


___ Person with quadriplegia 

O.  Developmentally delayed


___ People with disabilities

P.  Confined to a wheelchair


___ Accessible parking

Personal and Professional Interactions:

1. As you are meeting or being introduced to someone, you notice they have a prosthesis and shake with their right hand. You should:

___ A.
Withdraw your hand and continue to introduce yourself.

___ B.
Offer your right hand as you would with anyone.

___ C.
Offer your left hand.

2. When meeting someone who is deaf and accompanied by an interpreter, you should:
___ A.
Maintain eye contact with the person who is deaf.

___ B.
Maintain eye contact with the interpreter.

___ C.
Look back and forth between them.

3. You are speaking with someone who is deaf or hard of hearing and they ask you to repeat a statement. You should: 
___ A.
Repeat the statement in a louder voice.

___ B.
Repeat the statement more slowly.

___ C.
Rephrase the statement.

___ D.
Use gestures to act out your statement.

___ E.
Offer to write your statement.

4. You see someone who has a disability and they appear to be struggling. You should ignore them so as not to embarrass, draw attention, or infringe upon their independence.
___ True

___ False

If your answer was True, move to question 6. 

5. If your answer to the last question was false, what would you do in this situation?
___ A.
Watch for a while to determine if they need assistance.

___ B.
Offer to assist the person.

___ C.
Assist the person.

6. You are conversing with a person who has difficulty speaking. You are only able to understand a few words and phrases. What should you do?
__ A.  Pretend you understand what was said.

__ B.  State what you understood and ask the person to repeat the rest of the information.

__ C.  Smile and walk away as soon as you can.

7. When conversing with a person who uses a wheelchair, it is preferable to pull up a chair, if available and convenient, and converse at eye level.
___ True

___ False

Employment Myths and Facts:

8. Review each of the statements below.  Write a “T” next to each true statement, and an “F” next to each one that is false.

___ A.
All people who are blind live in total darkness.

___ B.
People with mental retardation always enjoy jobs with repetitive tasks.

___ C.
People with quadriplegia are totally dependent on others for daily support.

___ D.
All people who are blind can read Braille.

___ E.
People who are deaf make ideal employees in a noisy work environment.

___ F.
People with emotional disabilities cannot work in a stressful environment.

___ G.
The unemployment rate for people with disabilities is equal to that of people without disabilities.

___ H.
New workplace technologies make it more difficult for people with disabilities to secure and maintain employment.

___ I. 
Accommodating people with disabilities is often cost prohibitive.

___ J.
Employing and managing employees with disabilities requires unique skills.
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Disability Awareness Activity – Answers

Language

Instead Of…



Say….
A.  Handicapped or the disabled

Person with a disability

B.  Mute or dumb


Non-verbal

C.  Dwarf or midget


Person of short stature

D.  Emotionally disturbed

Person with an emotional disability

E.  Autistic



Person with autism

F.  Suffers from, victim of

Person has….

G.  Learning disabled


Person with a learning disability

H.  Normal



Person without a disability

I.   Birth defect



Person with a congenital disability

J.   Retarded



Person with mental retardation

K.   Handicapped parking

Accessible parking

L.   Epileptic



Person with epilepsy

M.  Quadriplegic, paraplegic

Person with quadriplegia

N.  Mongoloid or downs


Person with Down syndrome

O.  Developmentally delayed

Person with a developmental delay

P.  Confined to a wheelchair

Person who uses a wheelchair

Personal and Professional Interactions
1. Offer your hand as you would anyone.  Discussion:  The key is to treat people with disabilities as you would anyone.  Remember, however, that each person is an individual and how he or she will react to a particular situation may differ. For example, in this situation, the person with a disability may extend his/her prosthesis or may choose not to extend his/her hand at all.
2. Maintain eye contact with the person who is deaf.  Discussion:  You are speaking directly to the person who is deaf; therefore it is appropriate to maintain contact with this person, not with the interpreter.
3. Discussion:  Any, a combination, or all of these answers may be appropriate, depending on the person and the circumstances. The best recommendation is to use your judgment based on the individual situation.
4. False.  Discussion:  The best response in this situation is to offer the person assistance and then proceed according to his or her response. It is important to remember that each person is an individual and some people may be grateful for the assistance while other may decline assistance…as would anyone else.
5. Offer to assist the person.  Discussion:  See discussion in #4 above.

6. State what you understood and ask the person to repeat the rest of the information.  Discussion:  It is always best to be honest and politely tell a person if you are having difficulty understanding them. Stating what you think you understand is a way to make sure that your understanding really is correct, then ask them to repeat the parts of the conversation that you did not understand.
7. True.  Discussion:  If possible, the appropriate response is to pull up a chair and converse with this person at eye level. It is not appropriate, however, to kneel, bend over the person or lean on the wheelchair as support. If a chair is not available, maintain a regular stance and continue the conversation.

Employment Myths and Facts
A.  False – Many people who are blind can see some levels of light and/or colors within various fields of vision.
B.  False – People with mental retardation are individuals and vary in ability, as do all individuals.

C.  False – Different people with quadriplegia have differing levels of independence.

D.  False – Only an estimated 10% of people who are blind read Braille.

E.  False – Some people who are deaf have various types and levels of residual hearing, and some may be bothered by noisy environments, just as some hearing people are. As always, the type of work a person is suited for will depend on the individual’s preferences.
F.  False – This answer will depend on a person’s definition of “stressful environment,” and how different kinds of stress affect (or don’t affect) an individual.
G.  False – The unemployment rate for people with disabilities is far greater than that of people without disabilities.1 

H.  False – Technological advances have opened many doors for some individuals with disabilities.
I.  False – The majority of accommodations required for the workplace cost under $1,000. Source: Job Accommodation Network.2
J. False – Managing employees with disabilities requires the same kind of good management skills that are needed to manage all workers.
The Ten Commandments of Communicating with People with Disabilities
1. Speak directly rather than through a companion or sign language interpreter who may be present.
2. Offer to shake hands when introduced. People with limited hand use or an artificial limb can usually shake hands and offering the left hand is an acceptable greeting.
3. Always identify yourself and others who may be with you when meeting someone with a visual disability. When conversing in a group, remember to identify the person to whom you are speaking. When dining with a friend who has a visual disability, ask if you can describe what is on his or her plate.
4. If you offer assistance, wait until the offer is accepted. Then listen or ask for instructions.
5. Treat adults as adults. Address people with disabilities by their first names only when extending that same familiarity to all others. Never patronize people in wheelchairs by patting them on the head or shoulder.

6. Do not lean against or hang on someone’s wheelchair. Bear in mind that people with disabilities treat their chairs as extensions of their bodies. And so do people with guide dogs and help dogs. Never distract a work animal from their job without the owner’s permission.
7. Listen attentively when talking with people who have difficulty speaking and wait for them to finish. If necessary, ask short questions that require short answers, or a nod of the head. Never pretend to understand; instead repeat what you have understood and allow the person to respond.
8. Place yourself at eye level when speaking with someone in a wheelchair or on crutches.
9. Tap a person who has a hearing disability on the shoulder or wave your hand to get his or her attention. Look directly at the person and speak clearly, slowly, and expressively to establish if the person can read your lips. If so, try to face the light source and keep hands, cigarettes and food away from your mouth when speaking. If a person is wearing a hearing aid, don’t assume that they have the ability to discriminate your speaking voice. Never shout to a person. Just speak in a normal tone of voice.
10. Relax. Don’t be embarrassed if you happen to use common expressions such as “See you later” or “Did you hear about this?” that seems to relate to a person’s disability.
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1. Speak directly rather than through a companion or sign language interpreter who may be present.
2. Offer to shake hands when introduced. People with limited hand use or an artificial limb can usually shake hands and offering the left hand is an acceptable greeting.
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Ten Commandments

of Interacting with People

with Mental Health Disabilities

I. Speak Directly

Use clear, simple communication. Most people, whether or not they have a mental health disability, appreciate it. If someone is having difficulty processing sounds or information, as often occurs with people who have psychiatric disorders, you are more likely to be understood if you use clear, simple communication. Speak directly to the person; do not speak through a companion or service provider.

II. Offer to Shake Hands When Introduced

Always use the same good manners in interacting with a person who has a psychiatric disability that you would use in meeting any other person. Shaking hands is a uniformly acceptable and recognized signal of friendliness in American culture. A lack of simple courtesy is unacceptable to most people, and tends to make everyone uncomfortable.

III. Make Eye Contact and Be Aware of Body Language

Like others, people with mental illness sense your discomfort. Look people in the eye when speaking to them. Maintain a relaxed posture.

IV. Listen Attentively

If a person has difficulty speaking, or speaks in a manner that is difficult for you to understand, listen carefully, then wait for them to finish speaking. If needed, clarify what they have said. Ask short questions that can be answered by a "yes" or "no" or by nodding the head. Never pretend to understand. Reflect what you have heard, and let the person respond.

V. Treat Adults as Adults

Always use common courtesy. Do not assume familiarity by using a person 's first name or by touching their shoulder or arm, unless you know the person well enough to do so. Do not patronize, condescend, or threaten. Do not make decisions for the person, or assume their preferences.

VI. Do Not Give Unsolicited Advice or Assistance

If you offer any kind of assistance, wait until the offer is accepted. Then listen to the person's response and/or ask for suggestions or instructions. Do not panic, or summon an ambulance or the police if a person appears to be experiencing a mental health crisis. Calmly ask the person how you can help.

VII. Do Not Blame the Person

A person who has a mental illness has a complex, bio-medical condition that is sometimes difficult to control, even with proper treatment. A person who is experiencing a mental illness cannot "just shape up" or "pull himself up by the bootstraps." It is rude, insensitive, and ineffective to tell or expect a person to do so.

VIII. Question the Accuracy of Media Stereotypes of Mental Illness

The movies and the media have sensationalized mental illness. In reality, despite the overabundance of "psychotic killers" portrayed in movies and television, studies have shown that people with mental illness are far more likely to be victims of crime than to victimize others. Most people with mental illness never experience symptoms that include violent behavior. As within the general public, about 1-5% of all people with mental illness are exceptionally easily provoked to violence. (National Alliance for the Mentally Ill, 1990).

IX. Relax!

The most important thing to remember in interacting with people with mental health disabilities is to BE YOURSELF. Do not be embarrassed if you happen to use common expressions that seem to relate to a mental health disability, such as "I'm CRAZY about him" or, "This job is driving me NUTS." If you are afraid you have made a faux pas, ASK the person how he feels about what you have said. Chances are, you'll get a flippant remark and a laugh in answer.

X. See the PERSON

Beneath all the symptoms and behaviors someone with a mental illness may exhibit is a PERSON who has many of the same wants, needs, dreams, and desires as anyone else. Don't avoid people with mental health disabilities. If you are fearful or uncomfortable, learn more about mental illness. Kindness, courtesy, and patience usually smooth interactions with all kinds of people, including people who have a mental health disability.

Adapted by Mary Lee Stocks, MSW, LISW, from The Ten Commandments of Communicating with People with Disabilities, originally developed by the National Center for Access Unlimited/Chicago and United Cerebral Palsy Associations/Washington, DC; and a video and script developed by Irene M. Ward & Associates/Columbus, Ohio, partially supported through Ohio Developmental Disabilities Planning Council Grant #92-13(1993).
Available online: www.abilitycenter.org/webtools/links/factsheets/tencommandments-mental.html
Document retrieved April 2005. 
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