SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

1.  A frequently asked question is: ''Should I offer help?'' Offer help as you would to any person. Put yourself in the persons place and decide if you would appreciate an offer of help. Persons with disabilities are persons, with the same range of personalities found in the general public. Most will probably appreciate the offer, some may be rude.

2.   Ask what accommodation may be of help to a person with a disability as you would ask any person what you may do to make them comfortable. Persons with disabilities are aware of what they need and are usually comfortable explaining.

For example, a person with a hearing impairment might explain that you need not speak loudly but it would help if you turn off background noise.

3.   Look at a person with a disability when you are speaking of matters which involve them. Often, people look at, and speak to their companions instead.

For example, waitresses often ask a companion... ‘‘What will he or she (the person with the disability) be having tonight?''

4.   Speak in a mature manner, especially to an adult with a disability. Often people speak in condescending, placating or childlike tones, devaluing the intelligence of persons with disabilities.

5.   To put up with inappropriate behavior from a person because they have a disability is to insinuate they are incapable of behaving as other persons are expected to behave.

6.   Assume that persons with disabilities are not necessarily interested in one's experiences with others who have disabilities, or medical problems. These topics, out of context, show that one is focusing on a person's disability not their personhood.

7.   Treat wheelchairs as an extension of personal space, to lean or hang on them is equivalent to leaning or hanging on the person using them.

8.   To praise persons with disabilities for ordinary accomplishments such as handing in work on time or attending school is offensive. It implies the inaccurate judgment that they are less capable than other persons. Such accomplishments usually require ordinary efforts when reasonable accommodations are used.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

1.   A learning disability affects only one or two aspects of receiving or transmitting information. The presence of a learning disability has absolutely nothing to do with the person’s intelligence, i.e., the ability to process written material may be affected, but not the ability to process auditory material. The ability to write might be affected while the ability to speak may not be affected.

2.   Be clear and concise when giving directions or explaining procedures, i.e., give one direction at a time, write down directions if the person believes that it will be helpful.

3.   Be aware that occasional inattentiveness, loss of eye contact or distraction may be symptoms of learning disability and not lack of motivation or interest as is the case for those without a learning disability.

4.  Openly discuss with the person how he or she would like to receive information, i.e., in writing, verbally, on tape, etc...

SUGGESTIONS FOR WORKING WITH PEOPLE WITH SPEECH IMPAIRMENTS OR THOSE ON RESPIRATORS

1.  When unable to understand a person's speech, it is appropriate to ask the person to repeat, spell, or say it with different words.

2.   It is not appropriate to finish sentences for the person.

3.   Remember that the fluidity or smoothness of speech does not indicate the level of intelligence of the person. Pay more attention to vocabulary or grammar than to speech patterns.

4.   It is incorrect to assume the person is in pain, or is nervous or frustrated. They are usually as used to speaking in the manner they do as you are to speaking in the manner you speak.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH BLINDNESS OR VISUAL IMPAIRMENT

1.  The quality and quantity of remaining sight varies greatly from person to person. Openly discuss with the person their level of sight and how much they use their sight.

2.  When guiding a person let him or her take your arm, and be as verbal as possible about surroundings, and directions.

3.   Dog guides should not be distracted while they are in harness.  Do not pet them or call them by name.

4.   Find out whether the person prefers materials to be regular print, large print, Braille, computer disc, or cassette tape.

5.   Talk directly to the person with a visual impairment as opposed to talking to his or her companion.

6.   Speak to the person in a normal tone and conversational pattern.  Lack of vision does not affect one's hearing or comprehension.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH DEAFNESS OR HEARING IMPAIRMENT

1.  Look directly at the person when you are speaking so that he or she may read your lips if necessary.

2.   Speak in a normal tone of voice. Speaking loudly defeats the purpose of a hearing aid and can be painful for the person.

3.   Openly discuss how the person wishes to communicate, i.e., use of a sign language interpreter, writing, lip reading, etc.

4.   Many people who are deaf or hearing impaired speak quite understandably. Those who have lost their hearing after developing their speech usually have little difficulty speaking.

5.   Sometimes, background noise hinders communication. Moving to a quieter area or reducing background noise may enable the person to understand much more of what you are saying.

6.   When the person is using an interpreter, be sure to speak directly to the person, and not to the interpreter.

7.  The person may not hear, or may mishear, part of what you say.  They will not know to ask for clarification. Find a polite way to assure the person correctly receives essential information.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH MOBILITY IMPAIRMENTS

1.  People who use wheelchairs have a wide variety of levels of functioning. Tasks like writing, reaching, or grasping may be easy for some, difficult for others, and still others may be able to accomplish these tasks with adaptive devices.

2.   Wheelchairs, crutches and other adaptive tools are an extension of the person's space.  Leaning on a wheelchair, walker, etc. may be seen as an invasion of personal space.

3.   It is appropriate to politely ask whether or not the person needs assistance with doors or other obstacles. It is not appropriate to assume that the person needs help.

4   Speak directly to the person as opposed to speaking to his or her companion. Most people with mobility impairments have understandable speech, and are able to reply quite easily.

5.   Things like muddy wheelchair wheels or scratched crutches should not be seen as an indication of personal cleanliness.  Such problems may be difficult to solve given climate or financial constraints.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH SPASTICITY

1.  Spasticity is a normal body reflex. It does not imply pain, nervousness or lack of attentiveness.

2.  Most people who experience spasticity do not need assistance when this occurs.

SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH PSYCHOLOGICAL DISABILITIES

1.   People with emotional disabilities have the same range of abilities and intelligence levels as the "typical" population.  Symptoms of their disability are often managed by medications.  They may have no symptoms until they encounter a "crisis". This may not happen for years, or may occur frequently.

2.   Symptoms they may experience include difficulty paying attention or processing much information at one time. Accommodations used by persons with learning disabilities may help.

3.   They may, at times, require accommodations to assist them with receiving and/or producing information. 

4.   More frequent breaks or, written instructions to remind them of procedures may enable them to cope and work efficiently.

