
Let’s start with tips for interacting with
people with disabilities.

The
“Ten Commandments”

of Communicating with People with 
Disabilities

Information on slides 4-14 taken from material adapted by Mary Lee Stocks, MSW, LISW, from original material developed by the 
National Center for Access Unlimited/Chicago and United Cerebral Palsy Associations/Washington, DC, and video and script 
developed by Irene M. Ward & Associates/Columbus, OH, partially supported through Ohio Developmental Disabilities Planning 
Council Grant #92-13 (1993).
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Speak directly to the person with the
disability,

…not to his or her 
companion, 
interpreter or 
caregiver.
Keep eye contact with 
the person while 
talking.

2c. 2010, OHSU



It’s appropriate to shake hands when
introduced.

People with limited 
hand use or an artificial 
hand or other 
prosthetic device can 
usually shake hands.
Shaking with the left 
hand is okay.
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When meeting someone with a visual
impairment,

…always identify yourself and others with you.
When you are with one or more people, also 
identify the person to whom you are speaking. 
(For example, “Mrs. White, I am your nurse, 
Carol.  Dr. Jones and I are wondering how you 
are feeling today.”)

4c. 2010, OHSU



Offering assistance to a person with
a disability:

When in doubt about whether the person 
needs your assistance, ask.
Wait for the person to accept your 
assistance before you start providing it.
Listen to, or ask for, instructions on how to 
help. Do not assume that you know what the 
person may want.
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Treat adults with disabilities as
adults.

Address people with disabilities by first name 
only if this is what you would do with others 
without disabilities in the same situation.
Don’t patronize a person with a disability by 
treating him or her as if he or she is somehow 
extraordinary.
Never patronize a person by patting him or her 
on the head or shoulders.
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Don’t lean on a person’s wheelchair.

Leaning on a person’s wheelchair is the same 
as leaning on a person without a wheelchair. 
Many people with disabilities find this 
annoying.

A wheelchair is considered by the user as a 
part of his or her body.  If you bump into the 
wheelchair, beg the user’s pardon, just as you 
would if you had bumped into a person 
without a disability.
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When speaking to a person in
a wheelchair:

Place yourself at eye level 
and directly in front of the 
individual if possible.  This 
prevents the person in the 
chair from having to strain 
his or her neck by looking up 
while speaking to you.
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Be patient when talking to a person who
has difficulty speaking.

Wait for the person to finish what he or she is saying 
rather than jumping in to try to finish for him/her.

If necessary, ask short questions that require short 
answers or a simple nod of the head.

Don’t pretend to understand what the person is saying if 
you don’t.

Repeat what you have understood and allow the person 
to respond.
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To communicate with a person with a 
hearing impairment:

Tap the person on the shoulder or wave your 
hand to get the person’s attention.

Look directly at the person and speak clearly, 
expressively and slowly in order to determine if 
the person can read lips.

Place yourself so that you face the light source.
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To communicate with a person with a
hearing impairment: 

(cont.)

Keep a pad and pen handy in order to 
write notes back and forth. 

Keep a list of frequently asked questions 
handy.

Keep your hands, food or cigarettes away 
from your mouth when speaking.
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RELAX! 

Don’t be afraid to use common expressions such 
as, “See you later,” or “Did you hear about this?” 
or, “I need to run to the store.”

This is fine even if the expression in some way 
relates to the person’s disability, such as a visual, 
hearing or physical impairment.
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Remember:

RELAX! 

When in doubt – ask.

Treat a person with disabilities the same way 
you would treat someone without disabilities.
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The underlying principle and 
nondiscrimination requirement of 
the ADA is that no qualified person 
with a disability may be excluded 
from or treated differently in a 
program, service, or activity because 
of his or her disability.





social model of disability

• The social model of disability says that 
disability is caused by the way society is 
organized, rather than by a person's 
impairment or differences. It looks at the 
ways of removing barriers that restricts life 
choices for people with disabilities. When 
barriers are removed, people with disabilities 
can be independent and equal in society, 
with choices and control over their own lives.



Why did we need an ADA?

Why do we STILL need the ADA?
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What does the ADA cover?

Title I: Employment
Title II: State and Local Governments
Title III: Public Accommodations 

(private for-profit and non-profit entities)
Title IV: Telecommunications
Title V: Miscellaneous Provisions (no retaliation; list of 

conditions NOT considered disabilities)
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All entities, whether private or  public,
must:

1. modify their polices/practices/procedures if 
needed to avoid discrimination and

2. ensure integrated settings for people with 
disabilities and

3. ensure effective communications by 
providing auxiliary aids and services 
(including alternate formats) at no charge 
and …



All entities, whether private or  public,
must: (cont.)

4. provide reasonable accommodations to 
avoid discrimination by allowing both the 
public and employees with disabilities to 
obtain the same enjoyment or gain the 
same benefit of the entity’s goods, services 
or programs, unless it is an undue burden 
or would fundamentally alter the nature of 
the services or programs.



Providing “Reasonable Accommodations”

“Reasonable accommodations” are modifications or 
adjustments to policies, practices or procedures that 
enable a person with a disability to enjoy equal 
benefit of those policies, practices or procedures.
Accommodations must be made when needed to 
avoid discrimination unless an undue burden or 
fundamental alteration of the programs, goods or 
services would result.
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An “undue burden” is:

an action requiring significant difficulty or
expense*; or

an action that is extensive, substantial, disruptive 
or that would fundamentally alter the nature of 
the program/service.

*The US Dept. of Justice considers that providing accommodations 
will rarely be an undue financial burden for a public (tax-
funded) entity. 



“Fundamental alteration” means a significant
change to the nature of a service

or program. 

Example:  Victor, who is deaf, asks the Parks 
and Recreation Director to turn up the lights 
at a community theater performance so 
that he can see his sign language interpreter 
during the play.  The Director refuses 
because it would change the nature of the 
theatrical performance.

How else could Victor be accommodated?



Title II: State & Local Governments

The Title II obligation to provide physical access to all 
public building was limited when the ADA was first 
passed, since many older courthouses, libraries, schools, 
etc., would have been prohibitively expensive to alter all 
at once. 
The requirement was for PROGRAM ACCESS so that all 
programs and services would be available, even if 
provided in an alternative way. It was expected that over 
time, as possible, all buildings would be brought up to 
accessible standards.
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Court cases over the past 5-6 years, 
however, show us that lack of physical 

access may indeed be interpreted as lack
of program access today. New construction 

or alterations may be necessary.



Whether we have physical
access or not, how can we
provide excellent service?



Serving people well means being 
prepared

to provide reasonable 
accommodations:

Be mentally prepared to take more time with people with 
disabilities, since there may be communication or other 
non-typical issues to deal with.

Have simply written, frequently asked questions and 
answers printed and ready to give to people who have 
trouble remembering or who are hard of hearing.
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Serving people well means being 
prepared

to provide reasonable 
accommodations:

Have these questions and answers also printed in large 
print (18 font or larger) and ready to give to people who 
have vision impairments.

Have a pad of paper and pen or pencil handy to write basic 
information for a person who is deaf or hard of hearing.
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Serving people well means being prepared to 
provide reasonable accommodations: (cont.)

Have phone numbers ready to contact American Sign 
Language (ASL) interpreters and the free speech-to-
speech relay service. In Oregon, call 1-877-735-7525 to 
use this service at any time.

Speech-to-Speech (STS) Relay Service  Communications 
Assistants (CA’s) have been especially trained to 
understand all kinds of speech patterns.  
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A word about people whose speech is 
difficult to understand…

If a person whose speech you don’t 
understand comes in, you can show 
the person to a separate room or 
other private space with a  phone, 
and use a cell phone to call the 
speech-to-speech relay service to 
have a trained Communications 
Assistant interpret for you.



When providing services:

Face the client when talking.

Do not stand in front of a window or other 
light source when speaking.

Keep your hands (& food) away from your 
mouth when speaking.

Speak slowly and clearly.
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Effective Communication

Entities must provide effective
communication with people with 
disabilities.

What is effective for one person may 
not be effective for another with the 
same disability. 

Consult with the person to see what 
works best for him or her, then select 
the method to use.



Required auxiliary aids and services 
may

include:

Qualified oral or sign language 
interpreters

Assistive Listening Devices (ALDs)

Note takers 

Television decoders



Required auxiliary aids and services 
may

include:
Real-time captioning

Written, large-print, or 
Braille materials or other 
alternate format 
(audiotape, electronic).

TTY



Note about surcharges…

►Extra charges to cover the cost of 
supplying accommodations for people 
with disabilities are not permitted.

►An increased fee to all service users can 
be charged to cover costs of needed 
auxiliary aids and services.



Policy Modification Examples:

Providing an aide to complete required 
paperwork for a person with limited use of 
her hands and arms

Extending the deadline for paperwork for a 
person whose disability has flared up.

Helping a wheelchair user to reach items on 
a high shelf or upper part of bulletin board.
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CLEARVIEW DISABILITY RESOURCE 
CENTER 

• Darrin Umbarger
• Jeremy Umbarger
• 307 SW 6th

• Pendleton Oregon 97801
• Clearviewmdrc.org
• clearviewmder@gmail.com
• (541) 276-1130

mailto:clearviewmder@gmail.com


Questions?   
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