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“I don’t’ want him!  You take him!”

1960

It took this statement 
to make me 

understand that my 
brother was 
“different”.  

Something I’m sure 
he already realized.

Nobody wanted him on their team 
because he had braces on his legs.

Neighborhood Kids, Early 1960’s



Our Words and Actions…

• …Do socially construct a culture.

• …Assist in defining the identities of 
people with disabilities.

• Physically differentiated people are 
judged against an able-bodied society, 
which makes them a culture of their own.



Disabilities at a Young Age
• They often hear words with negative connotations –

“victim”, “suffering”, “handicapped”

• Frequently rejected because they are perceived as
damaged.  Kids and adults are uncomfortable around 
them.

• They learn strategies to ease others discomfort but do 
not learn coping skills for their own emotional well-being.

• Will often choose to avoid communication altogether 
rather than be disrespected or disregarded.

If one is isolated and segregated, are they able 
to develop socially?



Disabilities at a Young Age

• Childhood is a time when 
a person’s identity is 
developed.

• We must treat children 
that are not able-bodied 
with respect and dignity.

The challenge is to teach all children this philosophy 
so when they interact with disabled kids they are not 

sending negative messages!

“I don’t want him!  You take him!”



Communication is the Key
• Do not use a person’s diagnosis as a descriptor of the 

person because it promotes a negative stereotype.

• When we make the diagnosis more important than the 
person, we devalue and disrespect them, and violate 
their trust.  After all, it is personal information!

• When you introduce your partner at a social event, would 
you say “This is Joe, he’s got a boil on his behind”?

“People First” Language!

Use Instead of
Brain Injury Brain Damaged
She uses a wheelchair She’s confined to a wheelchair



Communication is the Key
• Common sense and etiquette should be applied when 

interacting with a disabled person.

• Address questions directly to them and not someone 
else. Include them in the conversation.

• Do not talk as though they would not understand or like 
they are “not even there”.

Their greatest barrier is not their disability!  
It  is society’s attitude toward them!



Communication is the Key

• Why do Rick and others feel they are invisible to the rest 
of society?

– Interaction is uncomfortable.

– “People are afraid of what they do not understand, so 
they simply try to avoid it.” – Rick

– This avoidance makes the disabled feel invisible.

– Those with a disability need to be willing to help 
others learn to understand.

Communication is the key to eliminating the discomfort for 
both the able-bodied and disabled.  Once people understand 

and the discomfort no longer exists, nobody is invisible!



Who is “Disabled”?
• A disability is defined as having difficulty 

in performing one or more functional or 
daily living activities, or one or more 
socially defined roles or tasks.

• Today there are over 40,000,000 people 
in the U.S. that are disabled.

Approximately one out of five people you 
communicate with has some form of disability.

People with disabilities constitute our nation’s 
largest minority group!

Helen Keller

It is the only minority group which It is the only minority group which anyany person can join at person can join at anyany time!time!



Disabilities and Exclusion
Q: When did you begin to feel excluded and how     

do these feelings of exclusion affect you?

“When you are noticeably disabled society 
ensures that you feel excluded.  Our society is 
built around expediency and efficiency -
making things accessible is always an 
afterthought. This ensures a feeling of 
exclusion.” - Rick



Disabilities and Exclusion

Rick and his buddies went out to a movie theater that he had 
been to many times before.  This was the first time after his 
motorcycle accident.  Due to accessibility issues they were 
late for the movie and decided to skip it.

• “I felt terrible.  Because of me everyone’s evening was 
ruined.  I had been to that theater a hundred times before, 
but now I didn’t fit in.” – Rick

• Sadly this is an everyday occurrence for physically 
challenged people.  Many times they simply choose to stay 
home because “it’s too difficult, too complicated or 
simply too frustrating to go out”.



Disabilities and Exclusion
• ADA - Unfortunately, it is flagrantly ignored!  Some 

businesses don’t invest the money because they 
believe they won’t be challenged.

• “The most terrible part is that this is a gamble they are 
willing to take because they know the chances are that 
nothing will happen.  That’s the society we live in.”

“Society isn’t just not interested in those that are 
disabled, but can be openly aggressive against 
having to interact with a disabled person.” - Rick

The lack of accessibility clearly 
communicates that society does not 

see them as valuable citizens, 
employees, customers or students, 

and that we tend to isolate and 
exclude people with disabilities!

Dave Galat
facing 

inaccessible 
polling place.



“Let me get the door for you.”
• It’s accepted as the norm to assist someone with a disability 

because we perceive them as being in need of help.  While well 
intended, this can be viewed as condescending and lower 
their self-esteem.

• If they ask for assistance, they remain in control.  Some do not
mind asking; however, this may be embarrassing to others.

• It is not always clear to the able-bodied person whether 
assistance is necessary, or may even cause tension.

• Receiving even needed help may adversely impact a 
person’s feeling of self-worth because society dictates that 
we should all be self-reliant.

When in doubt ask, but ask in a way that does not 
slap them in the face with pity.  Choose your words 

carefully.  Strive for respect and maintaining dignity.



“That Poor Man”
• 2005 Census – Disabled Americans:

– Over 40 million people in the U.S. are classified as disabled.

– There is a 65%+ unemployment rate within this community.

– More than 27% (8 million) live below the poverty level 
($9,200/year).  More than half live slightly above that.

Those that seem to “have it all” are the able-bodied community.   The 
financial disparity between our communities has created a sub-culture of 
the disabled poor. This economic demarcation also impacts the 
identity, self-worth and culture of the disabled population. Not only 
do they have the physical challenges, they must also struggle daily to 
economically survive. 

We as a society must ask ourselves, “Who are our neighbors?  What 
are our responsibilities to them and the community we share?”



Impact of Our Communication with 
Physically Differentiated People

• My brother grew up 
struggling with cerebral 
palsy.  He is intelligent, but
has always been given the 
message that he would 
never amount to much. Over 
time he came to internalize 
and accept this.

• Today he is a man that is a 
shut-in, living in poverty and 
has little social life.  Bitter 
and angry he feels he is 
worthy only of pity.  He 
understandably has 
struggled with depression.  
A good and caring man, but 
one that has been dealt a 
really crummy hand.

Jerry and Cheryl 2007



Impact of Our Communication with 
Physically Challenged People

• Rick, an engineer for NASA, 
led a normal life up until his 
motorcycle accident at the 
age of 36, which left him with 
a spinal cord injury.  

• Today he is married, owns a 
home, has drive and 
ambition.  He fights for 
accessibility rights for the 
disabled.  I’m sure he has 
“down days”, but seems to 
be up-beat, caring, and one 
of the most solid people I 
know.

Rick



Impact of Our Communication with 
Physically Challenged People 

• Clearly there is a difference 
between these two men.  I am 
convinced some of that has to 
do with the point in their lives 
when they became disabled.  

• My brother’s identity became 
exactly what society told him 
he was – handicapped.  While 
he was born physically 
challenged, he now struggles 
with emotional challenges as 
well.

• Rick’s disability came after his 
sense of self and masculinity 
were defined.  His body was 
damaged, his self-worth was 
not.

Rick, Diann and Friends 2006



Impact of Our Communication with 
Physically Challenged People

• Pre-disability, Rick felt that society and 
people in general were good toward the 
disability community.  However, he now 
says,

“Our society is not the wonderful society 
I thought it was.  I have learned it is 

really cruel.”



Conclusion
Undoubtedly those of us in mainstream society can, 

and do, socially construct a culture, and assist in 
defining the identities of persons with disabilities.  
The culture that has been created is not one we 
should be proud of.

Obviously there is work to be done.  Those that are 
physically differentiated should be encouraged to tell 
their stories of exclusion, being suppressed and 
patronized.  They must also speak of being heard, 
included and encouraged.

Those of us that are able-bodied need to listen, learn and 
embrace the community of people with disabilities.

Only then will society develop the communication skills 
necessary to successfully merge our cultures.
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