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Disability Etiquette
How to relate to people with intellectual and physical disabilities
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Heartland Community College 

 HALO is Heartland’s program for students with 
intellectual disabilities (HALO = Heartland Academy 
for Learning Opportunities) Learn more about the 
HALO program

 Training material was developed in partnership with 
the Illinois Council on Developmental Disabilities ( a 
grant supported project with Heartland)

 TMLS Consulting was a grant subcontractor which 
worked with Heartland Community College
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http://www.heartland.edu/halo/
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The Platinum Rule:

Treat individuals in the way 
that they want to be treated

 People with disabilities are 
individuals with families, 
careers, interests, likes and 
dislikes.

 Don’t make them into 
disability heroes or victims.

 Don’t make them objects of 
pity or charity.

Disability Does Not Define A Person



Think Before You Speak
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 Always speak directly to the person
who has a disability, not to their 
companion, assistant, parent or 
interpreter. 

 Talk to a person who has a disability 
the same way that you talk to 
anyone else.

 Respect the person’s privacy.

 If you ask a person about their 
disability, be sincere and show that 
you are truly interested.



Don’t Make Assumptions
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 Every person is unique, don’t 
generalize based on disability 
characteristics.

 People with disabilities are capable 
of making decisions. Actively engage 
with individuals in this process.



Stop Offensive Language

Even in casual conversations, don’t use outdated terms like: 

 Handicapped

 Cripple

 Retarded

 Spastic

Educate others to be respectful and politically sensitive.  
Language can communicate respect or devalue a person.
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Ask If Assistance is Needed

 Ask if a person needs assistance before taking action.

 If a person appears distressed, look for help rather than 
pretending it is not occurring. 

 Use the same manners for everyone in public - opening 
a door for someone, greetings, waiting in line. 

 Respond positively to requests for accommodations. 
They should not be thought of as favors.
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People with Intellectual Disabilities

 Interact with a person as you would with others

 Explain your role as a mentor – how you can 
support them in college

 Use clear language and examples; Be specific as you 
communicate

 Don’t make assumptions about their abilities –
discover them as you get to know them
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People Who Use Wheelchairs

 Treat the wheelchair as part of their personal space, 
ask permission before approaching.

 Don’t lean over a person in a wheelchair to shake 
another person’s hand.

 A wheelchair is not a space for others to use -
setting a drink on a tray, holding a coat.

 Wait for instructions before pushing someone in a 
wheelchair down a ramp or curb.  Let them guide 
you about what assistance they want.
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People Who Have Limited Mobility 

 Keep ramps and wheelchair-accessible doors
cleared of objects or obstructions

 Place items within a person’s reach

 People who use canes or crutches need their arms 
to balance themselves, so never grab them

 People who have limited mobility may lean on a 
door for support as they open it.  Pushing the door 
open from behind may cause them to fall
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People Who Are Visually Impaired

 Identify yourself before you make physical contact with a 
person who is visually impaired, “Hi, this is Mary” 

 Offer your arm, don’t take theirs, to be a sighted guide

 Be on the look out for obstacles, stairs, uneven surfaces 
Tell the person as they approach these

 Offer to read written information-menus, maps

 Don’t touch a person’s cane or guide dog

 If the person has a guide dog, walk on the side opposite 
the dog 
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Communicating with people with disabilities:
Ask Me First
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Ask Me First

Be courteous and ask first:

 “Can I you help you?”

 “How can I be of assistance to you?”

 Be considerate of their personal 
space, line of sight, and disability 
aids (wheelchair, cane, computer, 
tablet, etc.)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VH
0To4kXwfs

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VH0To4kXwfs


People Who are Deaf/Hard of Hearing

 When talking, face the person. Some people who are hard of 
hearing read lips, so keep your hands away from your mouth.

 Follow the person’s cues to find out if she prefers sign 
language, gesturing, writing or speaking.  If you have trouble 
understanding the person’s speech, ask them to repeat.

 When using a sign language interpreter, look directly at the 
person who is deaf and maintain eye contact to be polite.

 It is important to include the person in making decisions. 
Don’t leave them out because it will take longer to explain. 
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People with Cerebral Palsy

 People with Cerebral Palsy may have slurred speech 
and involuntary body movements.  Don’t discount 
what they have to say, based on their appearance 
or voice. 

 Interact with the person as you would with anyone 
else. 

 Give the person time to respond.

 It’s okay to ask them to repeat themselves.
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Understanding Communication
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Communicating with people who have 
disabilities: What Are You Saying

 Avoid miscommunication by asking 
them to repeat what they are saying, 
instead of guessing.

 Be patient.

 Look at the person, not the 
interpreter, if one is present.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJD
b6onmfew&list=PLA6692AECFEA573F9

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJDb6onmfew&list=PLA6692AECFEA573F9


People who have Epilepsy

 Epilepsy is a neurological condition characterized by seizures that
set off electrical charges in the brain. 

 Some seizures (Tonic-clonic) may be convulsive, while others may 
appear as twitches, staring, or uncontrolled body movements 
(partial complex and absence).  

 If a person has a seizure, don’t panic. Stay calm, talk to the 
person and wait for the seizure to end.

 Protect the person’s head, time the length of the seizure, look for 
a medical alert bracelet.  

 Stay with the individual until the person is once again aware of 
their surroundings.  Some seizures cause loss of consciousness.
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People who have Intellectual Disabilities

 People with intellectual disabilities may need more time to 
learn.  

 People with intellectual disabilities may have a hard time using 
what they’ve learned and applying it from one setting or 
situation to another.

 Speak to the person in clear sentences, using concrete 
examples, rather than using primarily abstract concepts. 

 Break down complex ideas into smaller parts.

 Don’t use ‘baby talk’ or talk down to the person.  

 Gauge the pace, complexity, and vocabulary of your speech 
according to theirs.

 Be patient and allow the person to take their time.
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People who Look Different

 Everyone needs to have a positive self-image to 
fully participate. 

 Encourage children who are curious to ask 
questions rather than looking away.

 Get to know the person – don’t focus on the 
physical differences or features.
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People who Have Hidden Disabilities

 Not all disabilities are apparent. A person may act in a 
way that appears odd.  That behavior could be disability 
related.

 When a person requests accommodations, don’t assume 
that the person is only pretending to have a disability or 
that they want a ‘handout’.

 Even though these disabilities are hidden, they are real.
People are not required to disclose their disability.

 Respect the person’s privacy. 
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Psychological & Mental Health Conditions

 Many mental health conditions are invisible. People with 
mental health conditions often don’t disclose their 
disability because of the stigma attached to disabilities.

 Develop a relationship with the person before asking 
them questions about their disability.

 Make the person feel comfortable. 

 In a crisis, stay calm and supportive. Ask how you can 
help, find out if there is a support person who can 
provide help. 
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Communicating with people who have 
disabilities
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 This is a review of communication 
tips from a video series on disability 
etiquette, produced by the National 
Service Inclusion Project.

 This is the concluding video in that 
series.View the video related to speaking 

etiquette

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVaU8xG5TLQ&list=PLA6692AECFEA573F9


Disability Etiquette Quiz

 Know your stuff? Take the Disability Etiquette quiz!

 This is an online quiz with True/False questions that you can use 

to gauge your awareness of disability etiquette.

 This quiz is from the Differing Abilities project associated with 

Spaulding in Framington, MA.
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http://www.understandingdisability.org/DisabilityEtiquette
http://www.understandingdisability.org/

