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Our Goal Today
Our goal is to weave an accessible welcome mat in 
terms of disability etiquette and designing events that 
are architecturally and programmatically accessible for:

Students
Faculty
Staff
General Public
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What is a Disability?
Bottom line: Disability occurs at the intersection 
of a barrier in the physical, electronic and/or 
social environment. 

That barrier manifests in the form of denied 
access/discrimination - intentional or not.
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Audience Participation
What are some examples of “reasonable 
accommodations” that remove a barrier in the 
physical, virtual or social environment?
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What is a Disability?
Substantially limits one or more daily life activities
Cuts across age, gender, race, ethnicity, socio-
economic status, religion, sexual orientation, but most 
don’t self-identify
Largest minority (aside from men) = 54.4 million
Occurs at any point in life. For example, half of those 
over 65 have a disability
Open enrollment 24/7
Of 69.6 million families living in the U.S., 20.3 million 
families have at least one member with a disability.
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Why Disability Etiquette?

Myth - Medical Model:
Sick, unable to perform
Need to be fixed, cured or made better
Perpetuated by telethons that play on pity

Reality - Disability Power & Pride:
Innovative
Think outside the box
Problem solvers
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Disability Community Context
Mix of opinions: politics, semantics, public policy, self perception, 
group perception, identity, pride. Most don’t YET self-identify. 
Shared legacy only amongst those who self-identify
Age, and age of onset, has impact on identity:Pre birth, at birth, 
childhood, adolescence, adulthood, seniors
People with disabilities are the true experts, not their service
providers (social workers, rehab, doctors, nurses, teachers)
Disability Civil Rights Movement - 10 to 20 years behind Civil Rights
The goal is to graft disability onto diversity mindset: 

Same Struggle, Different Difference
Disability is not a bad thing, just a different thing.
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Disability Community Context: 

Paradigm Shift:
Internal Community Identity:

Medical to Independent Living to Minority and 
Consumer Model

Reflected in preferred semantics as with other 
marginalized groups
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SFSU: Disability As Part of Equity, 
Social Justice and Diversity

Vision Statement of SFSU President:
The Student Experience:

San Francisco State University provides its students 
with an academic and personal experience that:

Is both challenging and supportive;
Is physically and programmatically accessible…
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SFSU: Disability As Part of Equity, 
Social Justice and Diversity

Vision Statement of SFSU President: Employee Experience:

Benefits of Employment. SFSU is a leader in offering physical and 
programmatic accessibility;
It provides competitive salaries, superb benefits, attractive 
surroundings, and continual career enhancement through 
orientation, mentoring, and professional training and development 
for all its employees;
It adjusts employee workload to support its student-centered 
mission and to promote its core value of enhancing an employee-
friendly environment;
It provides opportunities for public recognition of employee 
achievement.
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Disability Innovation Context

People with disabilities and functional limitations are early 
adopters of Universal Design (UD), assistive and 
accessible technology, and activate market trends:

Deaf/Hard of Hearing Community:
Texting, vibrating pagers, captions (gyms, bars and airports)

Blind/Low Vision Community:
Talking caller ID, books on tape, audio descriptions

Mobility Community:
Voice recognition software, curb cuts for rolling luggage, baby 
strollers, skateboards, deliveries

Intellectual Disabilities Community:
Picture menus, gadgets with icons
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Disability Etiquette and 
Creating Accessible Events

Communicating with People with Disabilities:
Deaf and Hard of Hearing
Blind and Low Vision
Mobility Disabilities
Intellectual Disabilities
Speech Disabilities
Non-Apparent Disabilities

Creating Accessible Events
Architectural
Programmatic

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tari



Etiquette: Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing Individuals

Speak directly to the Deaf person, not their sign 
language interpreter
Don’t cover your face, exaggerate speech or chew gum
Face the person. Lip reading is only 35% effective 
Write notes to help facilitate communication
Body language, gestures and pointing can help facilitate 
communication
Deaf culture is rich in its beauty and storytelling and 
remember sign language is not universal

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tari



Preferred Semantics: Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing Community

Don’t use:
deaf and dumb
deaf mute
hearing impaired

Some Deaf activists use a capital “D” to 
claim their Deaf identity, power and pride
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Disability Etiquette: Blind 
and Low Vision Individuals

Announce yourself when you enter and leave a 
conversation
Offer your arm and ask the person if they need assistance
When giving directions, be specific - five steps to the right, 
down seven stairs, instead of “over there”
If a blind person uses a guide dog, don’t distract or pet it.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Debby



Preferred Semantics: 
Blind and Low Vision Community

Blind and low vision is preferred
Don’t say:

Hard of Seeing
Blink
Blindy

It’s OK to say:
See you later
Good to see you again
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Disability Etiquette: 
People with Mobility Disabilities

Never lean on someone’s wheelchair. It is part of their personal 
space.

Don’t push someone using a wheelchair unless they ask.

When talking with a wheelchair user for an extended time, 
position yourself at eye level with him/her.

If a wheelchair user is with  non-disabled companion, don’t talk 
with companion, talk with the wheelchair user directly.

If a wheelchair user uses a service animal, don’t pet or distract it.
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Mobility Disabilities: 
Preferred Semantics

Never say:
wheelchair bound or confined to a wheelchair

Instead say:
wheelchair user or person who uses a wheelchair

Never say:
afflicted with
victim of
suffers from
Lame
crippled
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Disability Etiquette: 
Intellectual Disabilities

Don’t assume people with intellectual disabilities don’t 
understand.
When giving directions, break up in shorter sequences.
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Preferred Semantics: People with 
Intellectual Disabilities

Don’t use:
Moron
Idiot
Stupid
“R-word” - Retard
Down’s Syndrome child

Use: people with Intellectual, Developmental or 
Cognitive Disabilities
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Disability Etiquette: 
Non-Apparent Disabilities

Don’t assume someone is non-disabled just because you are not aware of 
their disability.

Don’t “out” someone with a non-apparent disability.

Plan for the most accessible environment.

Be mindful of energy level, need for breaks, dietary restrictions, etc.

Includes learning disabilities, such as ADD, ADHD and forms of autism like 
Asperger’s Syndrome.

According to Career Opportunities for Students with Disabilities (COSD), 
70% of college students with disabilities have non-apparent disabilities.
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Preferred Semantics: 
Non-Apparent Disabilities

Don’t use medical model terminology such as:
Victim of
Afflicted with
Suffers from

Instead use:
Vicky has epilepsy (not Vicky is an epileptic)
Susie is a cancer survivor (not Susie suffers from…)
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Disability Etiquette: 
Speech Disabilities

Talk directly with the person not a companion.
Don’t pretend you understand when you don’t.
Ask the person to repeat.
Reflect back what you thought you heard and allow the 
person to correct.
Don’t finish their sentences or hurry them.
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Disability Etiquette: 
Service Animals

Service animals are not limited to Guide Dogs, can 
include other animals.
Service animals help a person with a disability maintain 
independence by providing assistance with mobility and 
orientation, communicating sounds, anticipating 
seizures, retrieving dropped objects.
Service animals are “working” and shouldn’t be 
distracted, pet or talked to while “on the job.”
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Accessible Events: Weaving an 
Accessible Welcome Mat

Architectural Access:
Building and room access, restrooms, parking lots, 
door widths, drinking fountains, non-fixed seating, 
clear paths of travel

Programmatic Access:
Interpreters (sign, oral, and/or deaf/blind), 
Communication Access Realtime Translation
(CART), Assistive Listening Devices (ALD), standard 
print and alternate format (Braille, large print, CD)
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ADA Checklist for Readily Achievable 
Barrier Removal

(800) 949-4ADA (4232)
Developed by:

Adaptive Environments 
Center
Barrier Free  Environments

Intended for informational 
guidance, not a determination 
of your legal rights or 
responsibilities under the Act, 
nor binding on any agency 
with enforcement responsibility 
under ADA
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Accessibility Symbols
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Accessibility Symbols
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Spotlight on Best Practices



My Left Foot: 
Congressional Screening
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Federal Office Systems Expo (FOSE)
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Microsoft-Accessible Technology
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Moving Forward

Disability Etiquette
Communicating with People with Disabilities
Planning Accessible Events:

Architecturally
Programmatically

Weaving an Accessible Welcome Mat for future 
events
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Thank You!
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