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TIPS ON DISABILITY ETIQUETTE
CAN SET BOTH PARTIES AT EASE
DAYTON, Ohio- Don't expect a blind person to recognize your voice. Identify
yourself. And say goodbye when you leave.
Speak directly to a person in a wheelchair, not to his or her companion. If the
situation permits, sit down so you're not looming overhead.
Eliminate low-level background noise, such as from radios and air conditioners, when
you speak to a person with impaired hearing. Don't shout- you can move closer if you
can't be heard.
A new video called "Disability Etiquette," produced by the Center for Ministry with
Disabled People at the University of Dayton, contains practical tips for helping nondisabled
people become comfortable with people with disabilities ranging from mental retardation to
speech difficulties. Its premiere showing will be held at 3:30 p.m. Wednesday, March 9, in
Alumni Hall Room 101 during Disability Awareness Week at UD.
"Unfortunately, people tend to avoid or ignore people with disabilities because they
don't know what to do, and they're afraid they'll do the wrong thing if they try," says
Marilyn Bishop, director of the UD center who has led more than a dozen presentations on
the topic for business and school groups. "I want to create enough of a comfort level so that
,..,s-

they try to get to know one another."

Bishop is featured in the video, along with members of the planning committee of
Faith in Action, a support group for adults with disabilities. Tips are given for interacting
with people who are blind, in wheelchairs, have difficulty speaking, have mental retardation
and people who are deaf or have hearing impairments.
One of the most common reactions people have when meeting a person with a
disability is to speak louder and slower than normal, Bishop says. An adult with mental
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retardation may be talked to as a child, a man in a wheelchair may get a pat on the shoulder
rather than a handshake and a blind woman may rarely express an opinion because she can't
see the encouraging nod or look of interest from other members of the group.
The strain of simple, everyday interaction can be wearing for people with disabilities.
Joan Lanzendorfer, disability adviser for the center, uses a walker, and she sometimes wishes
people wouldn't go out of their way to be helpful, especially at doors. "When I'm trying to
get in a door that you have to push to open, I let go of the walker to push on the glass,"
Lanzendorfer says. A well-meaning person who reaches over her shoulder to open the door
for her actually removes her support, and she has to grab for the walker to stay upright. "Am
I supposed to turn around and say thank you?" she asks.
"You have to be on your best behavior with strangers, though," she says. " Someday
you may need their help or another person with a disability might need their help. If they've
been yelled at before for 'helping,' they might not offer when it's needed.
"With people I know, I'll just tell them what's helpful and what's not," she says.
Bishop says she developed the etiquette tips through her work with people with
disabilities as well as her own, sometimes unthinking, experiences. Failure to tell a blind
friend about some steps they were approaching resulted in a tumble down the stairs for them
both.
She's more attuned to special needs now. When she writes to a deaf client preparing
to come to a conference, Bishop tells her one session will be about personal strengths, or
"things that you do best." Because American Sign Language has a different sentence
stmcture and little nuance, "strength" probably means physical power to the client, so Bishop
explains the term.
It's a little detail, but thoughtful and necessary.
-30Cost of the 30-minute video "Disability Etiquette - How to Relate to People with
Disabilities" is $30 plus $4 shipping and handling for each video. Order from the Center for
Ministry with Disabled People, University of Dayton, Dayton, Ohio 45469-0317. Telephone
orders will be accepted at (513) 229-4325.

NOTE TO EDITORS: For interviews, call Marilyn Bishop at (513) 229-4325.
Joan Lanzendorfer can be reached at (513) 229-4327 or (513) 229-4285.

DISABILITY ETIQUETTE

When talking with people who are blind:
Identify yourself.
Say goodbye when you leave. They can't see you walk away.
Use normal expressions. It's okay to say, "See you later" or "See what I mean?"
Assist movement by letting them hold onto your arm near your elbow. Don't pull them
along by the hand.
Give verbal cues about obstacles. Talk about the steps or curb in front of you .
Describe people and the environment around you.
Verbally invite their response. They can't see you nod in encouragement.
For people with visual impairments, prepare special handouts or song sheets using
large type. It will be appreciated.
When talking with people in wheelchairs:
Speak directly to the person in the wheelchair, not to his or her companion.
In conversation, sit down so that you'ie at eye leveL If everyone is standing , it's easy
to talk over the head of a person in a wheelchair, eliminating him or her from the
interaction.
If they seem to be having trouble maneuvering, ask if you can help. It's better to make
a mistake than to withdraw when help is needed.
When talking with people with speech difficulties :
Be patient. Don't jump in and try to finish their sentences.
Don't pretend to understand when you don't understand. If they have a companion
who can understand their speech, ask if it's okay for that person to interpret for you.
Be aware that they may try to communicate in other ways, such as with gestures.
When talking with people with mental retardation :
Greet them normally and interact normally. Don't talk to them as children.
Repeat information. They learn slowly.
Treat them equally even if you know their participation is not equal. Everyone gets a
song sheet or handout, even if you know they don't read.
Be aware that they receive more information than they may express.
Even a simple gesture can convey acceptance. Take the chair next to theirs.
Enjoy the spontaneity of people who have fewer inhibitions than others. Relax.
When talking with people who are deaf:
Look directly at them so they can see your expressions and have a clear view of your
lips.
Use gestures to help them follow the conversation.

Don't assume comprehension. They may pretend to understand just to make everyone
feel comfortable.
Try to say it another way if they don't understand.
When you change subjects, make it clear.
Don't assume reading skills. American Sign Language has different sentence structure
than written English and nuances can be misleading. "God of power and might" could
mean "God of power and maybe" to a deaf person.
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