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Guidelines
for Disclosure
When an individual tells someone something that was previously unknown, he or she is practicing disclosure. The term “disclosure” is used in different ways by different groups of people. For example, if an individual wants to buy a house and needs a loan, or if he or she needs a loan to attend college, he or she must disclose, or share his or her personal financial information with a loan officer at the bank. This information might include his or her income, savings and checking account information, any property he or she owns, any debt he or she has, and any other relevant financial information. 

When an individual discloses, he or she is intentionally releasing personal information about him or herself for a specific purpose. Some personal information, such as one’s Social Security number, banking records, or medical records may be important to keep confidential. It is important to keep in mind that the decision to disclose is a personal one and should be helpful to the individual.

Remember that it is not essential that a person with a disability divulge all personal information about his or her disability. What is most important and helpful is to provide information about how his or her disability affects his or her capacity to learn and perform effectively, and the environment, supports, and services he or she will need in order to access, participate in, and excel in his or her job, studies, and community. The person with a disability must decide what and how much of this sensitive information is necessary to reveal in order to obtain the needed accommodations.

Only the person with a disability can decide whether or not he or she wants to disclose his or her disability or any other sensitive information to others.  As with most important informed decisions a person will make during his or her lifetime, there are both advantages and disadvantages associated with the decision to disclose. On the one hand, disability disclosure can open up opportunities for a person with a disability to participate in activities that he or she may have avoided, or in which he or she have been unable to participate, and help him or her put into place a strong support system. On the other hand, it’s downright scary to tell someone something personal when there are no assurances that they will react positively to your news. 

What follows is a summary of advantages and disadvantages to disclosure. This list is by no means exhaustive, but it may give you some good information to think about.  Remember, what may be a disadvantage in one setting or situation may be an advantage in another.

Advantages of disclosure:

· It allows a person with a disability to receive supports and reasonable accommodations so that he or she can pursue work, school, or community activities more effectively.

· It provides legal protection against discrimination as specified in the ADA and other related statutes.

· It reduces stress, since protecting a “secret” can take a lot of energy.

· It gives a person with a disability a clearer impression of what kinds of expectations people may have of him or her and his or her abilities.

· It ensures that he or she is getting what he or she needs (e.g., accommodation or medication) in order to be successful.

· It provides full freedom to examine and question health insurance and other benefits. 

· It provides greater freedom to communicate should he or she face changes in his or her particular situation.

· It improves his or her self-image through self-advocacy.

· It allows him or her to involve other professionals (e.g., educators and employment service providers) in the learning of skills and the development of accommodations.

· It increases his or her comfort level.

Disadvantages of disclosure:

· It can cause him or her to relive bad past experiences that resulted in the loss of a job or negative responses from peers.

· It can lead to the experience of exclusion.

· It can cause him or her to become an object of curiosity.

· It can cause others to blame him or her if something doesn’t go right.

· It can cause others to treat him or her differently than others.

· It can bring up conflicting feelings about his or her self-image.

· It can cause others to view him or her as needy, not self-sufficient, or unable to perform on par with peers.

· It could cause others to overlook him or her for a job, team, group, or organization.

· It can be extremely difficult and embarrassing.

Some disabilities are visible (e.g., using a wheelchair or the service of a guide dog), while some disabilities are hidden (e.g., learning disabilities, Attention Deficit Disorder/Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, epilepsy, depression, or bipolar disorder). Some people are born with disabilities while others acquire their disabilities later in life. 

ADA Definition of Disability: 

A person qualifies as having a disability under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) if they meet at least one of the following three conditions: 
1. A physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities (e.g., such as walking, talking, seeing, reading, learning, working, etc.);

2. A record of such impairment (e.g., people with a history of cancer or mental illness); or

3. Being regarded as having an impairment, like a person with a disfiguring facial scar, or a person rumored to be HIV positive.

The purpose of the ADA is to extend to people with disabilities civil rights protections similar to those already available to people on the basis of race, color, national origin, and religion through the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Basically, the ADA prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability in five general areas:
· Private sector employment

· Activities of states and local governments

· Places of public accommodation

· Transportation

· Telecommunication services

Prior to the passage of the ADA in 1990, it was legal for businesses to discriminate against people with disabilities in these situations. The ADA was enacted because people felt there needed to be a law that prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities. 
A young person with a disability who is looking for a job after high school can seek help from the vocational rehabilitation (VR) system in his or her community. Vocational rehabilitation services are intended to assist individuals with disabilities to obtain employment that is consistent with the individual’s strengths, resources, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, interests, and informed choice. When the young person contacts VR, he or she will be asked to go through an eligibility screening process that requires disclosing information about his or her disability. Once the VR system verifies that the young person is eligible, a VR counselor will work with him or her to develop an Individual Plan for Employment (IPE). An IPE is a written agreement between the young person and the VR agency that describes the individual’s vocational goals, services and supports his or her needs to accomplish those goals, and how those services and supports will be provided or purchased. VR offers various forms of assistance, such as career assessments, vocational training, and assistive technology, but individuals with disabilities have to disclose their disability and meet the eligibility requirements to take advantage of them.

One example of a law offering protection is the non-discrimination clause of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA). The non-discrimination clause, which is in place to protect individuals from discrimination, states that “no individual shall be excluded from participation in, denied the benefits of, subjected to discrimination under, or denied employment in the administration of or in connection with, any such program or activity because of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, or political affiliation or belief.”

Another example is the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). This act became law in 1996, and it protects individuals and families by allowing health insurance to continue despite changes in employment status or transition periods between jobs. In addition, HIPAA addresses the security and privacy of your health records. There are now rules and limits on who can look at and receive your health information. Some of the information that is protected includes the following:
· Information your doctors, nurses, or other health care professionals put in your medical record;

· Conversations your doctor has about your care or treatment with nurses and others;

· Information about you in your health insurer’s computer system; and 

· Billing information about you at a health care facility.

In addition to laws, there are also programs that assist people with disabilities. An example is the Client Assistance Program (CAP). This service can assist and advocate for a person with a disability if he or she is having concerns or problems with state agencies, Vocational Rehabilitation (VR), the Commission for the Blind, or Independent Living Centers. CAP can provide assistance in several ways including:
· Informing and advising people with disabilities of benefits available under the Rehabilitation Act;

· Helping people with disabilities communicate their concerns to their counselor;

· Helping people with disabilities resolve their concerns if they disagree with a decision;

· Helping them understand the rules, regulations, and procedures of an agency; and

· Protecting their rights under the Federal Rehabilitation Act.

Indiana Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) has two offices in the state to assist people with their Social Security benefits.  These offices offer benefits counseling to individuals who are currently on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and/or Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI).  

Indiana Works – Northern and Central Indiana

1100 Broadway

Anderson, IN 46012

Ph: 866-646-8161

Fax: 765-641-8327

www.aspireindiana.org
Indiana Works – Southern Indiana

1579 S. Folsomville Rd. 

Boonville, IN 47601

Ph: 800-206-6610

Fax: 812-897-0123

www.sirs.org
Finally, specific to AmeriCorps, the HEART Act allows AmeriCorps members to retain their SSI benefits while in service.  The Heroes Earning Assistance and Relief Tax (HEART) Act makes AmeriCorps more accessible to people with disabilities because it directs the Social Security Administration to exclude AmeriCorps benefits (living allowance, health insurance, education award, etc.) when considering an individual’s eligibility for SSI.  The HEART Act became a significant barrier removal for individuals with disabilities who are SSI beneficiaries. Today, because of the passage of the HEART Act, AmeriCorps benefits are not considered “countable income” or Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) and will not impact an individual’s eligibility for SSI.  Anyone who wants more information should contact their local WIPA office for benefits counseling regarding AmeriCorps and Social Security or other government benefits. 
General knowledge of these services will assist both program directors and members in potentially disclosing a disability in order to gain the benefits and accommodations they may require for AmeriCorps service. 
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