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How to Help People with 
Disabilities Feel Welcome
Some people are uncomfortable or unsure of themselves around people with disabilities.  A reason for this is that they feel sorry for them, and assume that they are bitter about their disabilities. This is untrue in many cases. Lots of people feel that their lives are enriched by their experiences with disability, and even if given the chance to erase their disability would choose not to.  Likewise, some people feel uncomfortable around people with disabilities because they are afraid they will say the wrong thing.  What is important however is to see a person with a disability as a person first, that the disability is only a part of who they are and therefore, should not define them. 
One basic question many people have is: What is appropriate terminology, for example, disability, impairment, or handicap? When you're working with someone, you can ask what terminology he or she prefers. When you're speaking in public or writing, you'll need to do a little research to ensure that you use widely-accepted terminology and avoid potentially offensive terminology. 

Some people really appreciate the opportunity to talk about their disability and educate people about accessibility issues, and others don't like to talk about it at all. Also, some people have disabilities that are not visible, including learning or intellectual disabilities, which they may or may not wish to discuss.   
General accessibility standards.  There are some general things you can do within your organization that will help people with disabilities feel welcome.  The first is access to your organization’s facilities.  If a person with a disability cannot enter the building for an interview, a project, or meeting, they are going to feel excluded right off the bat.  If they do get inside the building but cannot get through the hallways or go to the restroom, it is the same thing.  A person with a disability should have the same access to an organization’s facilities as a person without a disability.  If you enter through the front door, they should be able to as well. 
Any organization that is funded all or in part by federal funds, must comply with the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 which includes Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards.  Links to these documents can be found on the OFBCI website under “Disability Inclusion.”  While these documents are quite large, in general a person with a disability should not have any barriers preventing them from accessing an organization.  
Don't make assumptions about people or their disabilities. Don't assume you know what someone wants, what he/she feels, or what is best for him/her. If you have a question about what to do, how to do it, what language or terminology to use, or what assistance to offer, ask him/her. That person should be your first and best resource. Remember that people with disabilities have different preferences. Just because one person with a disability prefers something one way doesn't mean that another person with the same disability also prefers it that way.

Ask before you help. Before you help someone, ask if he/she would like help. In some cases a person with a disability might seem to be struggling, yet he/she is fine and would prefer to complete the task on his/her own. Follow the person's cues and ask if you are not sure what to do. Don't be offended if someone declines your offer of assistance. 

Talk directly to the user, not to the interpreter, attendant, or friend. You don't need to ignore the others entirely; just make sure to focus your interaction with the user. When a user who is deaf has an interpreter, the user will look at the interpreter as you are talking. It might take a little extra effort to remember to face the user rather than the interpreter.  If you will be speaking for some time with a person in a wheelchair, sit down so that you are at eye level with him/her so he/she doesn't have to strain his/her neck to look up at you.

Speak normally. Some people have a tendency to talk louder and slower to people with disabilities; don't. Don't assume that because a person has one disability, that he also has a cognitive disability or is hard of hearing. For example, a person with cerebral palsy might use a wheelchair, have uncontrolled upper body movements, have difficulty speaking, and yet have very good hearing, cognitive abilities, and intelligence.  Use normal language including "see" and "look." It's fine to use common phrases such as; "Do you see what I mean?" even to people who are blind. People who are blind often make comments such as, "I can't find what I'm looking for," and "I don't see it on this [web] page."

Use "people-first" language when referring to people with disabilities. People-first language means put the person first and the disability second. For example, say "a man who is blind" rather than "a blind man," and "a woman who uses a wheelchair" instead of "a wheelchair-bound woman." Use people-first language when speaking with people with disabilities, and when speaking and writing about people with disabilities.

Avoid potentially offensive terms or euphemisms. Commonly accepted terminology includes "people with disabilities" and "a person with a visual/hearing/physical/speech/cognitive impairment." Many people find annoying or offensive: restricted to a wheelchair, victim of, suffers from, retarded, deformed, crippled, and euphemisms such as physically challenged. If you are unsure, ask the person with a disability what terminology he/she prefers.  Note that accepted terminology is different in different regions. For example, in Europe "handicapped" is an accepted term, whereas many in the U.S. don't like it. "Cognitive disabilities" are also called "intellectual disabilities". To find out about terminology in your area, contact a local disability association.
These are some easy ideas that can be utilized in your organization in helping to make people with disabilities feel welcome.  Always remember that a person with a disability should have the same access and be treated just like everyone else who is coming into your organization.  
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