
IT’S ABOUT RESPECT!
Communicating with our sisters and brothers

with disabilities

_____________________________________________________

The people who sit on CUPE’s Persons with Disabilities National Working Group are activists with disabilities.  They are workers who have at times experienced challenges and discrimination on the job and even within our union.  

     This discrimination can take many different forms.  One form is people without disabilities interacting with their CUPE sisters and brothers with disabilities in a way that makes them feel awkward or excluded.  The Working Group offers the following suggestions to help us become more sensitive and respectful in our interactions with all union members – with or without disabilities.
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When speaking or interacting with someone in a wheelchair always communicate at eye level.  Communicate directly with the individual, not her assistant.
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When communicating with a hard-of-hearing or deaf person, make eye contact with that person and not with her interpreter.  This is especially important if the individual is lip reading as it is necessary to have a clear view of your face.  In addition, speak clearly and slowly, and ensure that only one person is speaking at a time.  Remember that background noise, such as the rustling of paper, will make it more difficult for a hard-of-hearing person to hear.  
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When interacting with a blind or visually-impaired sister or brother, identify yourself and any objects that you are leaving with the individual.  Offer to let them take your arm, rather than take their arm.  Ensure that any meetings or events are held in brightly lit areas.  
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When communicating with a person with a mental health issue, remain calm and relaxed.  Respect the individual's personal space.  If the individual appears to be in distress, ask how you can help.
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Regardless of the type or extent of the disability an individual has, do not assume that the individual lacks intelligence.  Slurred speech, impaired walking ability, or loss of muscle control are often mistaken by persons without disabilities as a sign that the individual is mentally challenged or impaired. 

     In addition to perceptions about persons with disabilities resulting in discrimination, the language used in interacting with persons with disabilities is also important.  Turn this page over for some tips on word usage.  

The Working Group hopes that these suggestions will influence people's ideas and perceptions to avoid the kind of discriminatory attitudes that constitute barriers for union activists with disabilities.

Let’s work together to make sure that everyone – with or without a disability – actively contributes to our union!

Want more information?  Contact CUPE’s Equality Branch:

Tel.:  613-237-1590; Fax:  613-237-5508; e-mail:  equality@cupe.ca 

or see the website: http://cupe.ca/www/EqualityDisability/16622 
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WORDS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Tips when speaking with our

sisters and brothers with disabilities
"Language is a powerful and important tool in shaping ideas, perceptions and ultimately, public attitudes.  It is important to use terms that show respect for people with disabilities as individuals … For example:

· Disabled and handicapped are not the same thing.  A disability is a functional limitation or restriction of an individual's ability to perform an activity.  A handicap is an environmental or attitudinal barrier that limits the opportunity for a person to participate fully.  Negative attitudes or inaccessible entrances to buildings are examples of handicaps.

· The word disabled is an adjective, not a noun.  People are not conditions.  Do not use the disabled; use persons with disabilities.

· Avoid categorizing persons with disabilities as either super-achievers or tragic figures.  Choose words that are non-judgmental and non-emotional and are accurate descriptions.  Avoid using brave, courageous, inspirational or other similar words that are routinely used to describe a person with a disability.  Remember that the majority of persons with disabilities are average and typical of the rest of the population.  Similarly, references that cause discomfort, guilt, pity or insult, should be avoided.  Words like suffers from, stricken with, afflicted by, patient, disease or sick suggest constant pain and a sense of hopelessness.  While this may be the case for some individuals, a disability is a condition that does not necessarily cause pain or require medical attention.

· Avoid the use of words such as burden, incompetent, defective, special, etc., which suggest that persons with disabilities should be treated differently or excluded from activities generally available in the community.

· Persons with disabilities are comfortable with the terminology used to describe daily living activities.  Persons who use wheelchairs go for walks, people with visual impairments see what you mean, etc.  A disability may just mean that some things are done in a different manner:  However, that does not mean the words used to describe the activity must be different."

Quoted from:  A Way with Words:  Guidelines and Appropriate Terminology for the Portrayal of Persons with Disabilities, Office for Disability Issues, Human Resources Development Canada, http://www.schoolnet.ca/aboriginal/disabl12/index-e.html
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