
 

 
BASICS: 

 
• Assume competence. Don’t make assumptions about what a person can or cannot do. 
 
•Don’t assume that a person who has difficulty or otherwise isn’t speaking doesn’t understand you. 
 
•“Nothing about us, without us.”  (Include people with disabilities in all decisions about what they need) 
 
•Don’t assume someone needs assistance, but ask if they would like it.  And respect their response. What you 
perceive as help may make things less safe/easy.  They may have their own way of doing something and 
what looks like a struggle or need for help, is not. 
 
•Look and interact with the person, not their interpreter or attendant/caregiver. 
 
•Don’t assume a person accompanying the person with a disability is an attendant or paraprofessional.   
 
•Do not touch or lean on someone’s wheelchair or mobility device. 
 
•Don’t treat people with disabilities as “special” or “inspirational”. 
 
•Don’t offer to pray for someone unless they’ve requested that from you.   
 
•Don’t ask “what’s wrong with you” or “what happened”. 
 
•Avoid using “normal” to describe someone who doesn’t have a disability. 
 
•Respect that language and identity an individual tells you they prefer.  While some people prefer person first 
(person with a disability), many take pride in their identity and use identity first language (disabled person, 
Deaf person, Autistic person).   
 
•Identify yourself when you approach and speak directly to a person who is blind or low-vision. 
 
•Look ahead/plan ahead and make sure that all spaces are free of barriers, such as a box or purse strap laying 
in an aisle, luggage blocking access to a ramp or push button operated door, etc. 
 
•When providing directions or instructions to someone who is blind or low vision, be precise and descriptive 
(“go to the end of this aisle and turn right” vs. “over there”) 
 
•Don’t touch or distract a service animal.  When it is out and about with its handler, it is working and has to 
pay attention at all times.   
 
•Don’t ask what kind of service animal it is. 
 
•Be patient.  Don’t interrupt or finish sentences. 
 



•Confirm what the person has said by summarizing or repeating.  Don’t pretend if you aren’t sure. 
 
•Don’t idle or park your car in an accessible space without the proper tag even for “just a minute”. 

Specifics: 
 
Service Animals 
There are various types of service animals who support people with various types of disabilities. People who 
are blind or low vision may use a guide dog. Hearing alert animals help people with hearing loss. Other 
service animals are trained to alert a person to an oncoming seizure or to help people with autism, mental 
health disabilities, physical disabilities and other disabilities. 
 

● Don’t touch or distract a service animal, it is not a pet, it is a working animal and has to pay attention at 
all times. 

● If you’re not sure if the animal is a pet or a service animal, ask, but don’t ask what kind of service 
animal it is (unless that information is offered). 

  
Service animals are legally allowed on the parts of any premises that are open to the public.  
  

People with Mobility Disabilities 

Only some people with physical disabilities use a wheelchair, commonly known as chair users. Someone 
with a spinal cord injury may use crutches while someone with severe arthritis or a heart condition may have 
difficulty walking longer distances: 
  

● Ask before you help; people with disabilities often have their own way of doing things. 
● Do not lean on a person’s wheelchair, think of it as a part of their body. Just like your legs get you 

around, so does someone’s mobility device, it’s a part of their person.  
● Do not’s crouch or kneel to speak with someone using a wheelchair, it can be perceived as 

infantilizing. If you need to have a lengthy conversation with someone who uses a wheelchair or 
scooter, consider sitting so you can make eye contact at the same level. 

● Don’t touch items or equipment (e.g., canes, wheelchairs) without permission. 
● If you have permission to move a person’s wheelchair, don’t leave them in an awkward, dangerous or 

undignified position, such as facing a wall or in the path of opening doors. 
● Think ahead and remove any items that may cause a physical barrier, such as boxes left in an aisle. 

 
People who use Assistive Technology Devices 
An assistive device is a piece of equipment a person with a disability uses to help them with daily living (e.g., 
a tablet, screen reader, hearing aid, electric magnifier, oxygen tank). 
  

● Don’t touch or handle any assistive device without permission. 
● Don’t move assistive devices or equipment (e.g., iPad, Oxygen Tank) out of their reach. 

 

People who are Blind or Low Vision 

Vision loss can restrict someone’s ability to read, locate landmarks or see hazards. Some people who are 
blind or have low vision may use a guide dog or a white cane, while others may not. 
  
Not everyone with vision loss is totally blind. Many have some vision. 
  

● When you know someone has vision loss, don’t assume the individual can’t see you; many people 
who have low vision still have some sight. 

● Identify yourself when you approach and speak directly to the person. 
● Ask if they would like you to read any printed material out loud to them (e.g., a menu or schedule of 

fees). 



● When providing directions or instructions, be precise and descriptive. 
● Don’t assume they need assistance, but ask if they would like it. If they would like to be guided, offer 

your elbow, do not hold onto them. If they accept, lead – don’t pull. 
● If you need to leave the participant, let them know by telling them you’ll be back, or saying goodbye. 
● Don’t leave the participant in the middle of the room – guide them to a comfortable location. 

 

People who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing 

People who have hearing loss may be Deaf or Hard of Hearing. They may also be oral deaf – unable to hear, 
but prefer to talk instead of using sign language. These terms are used to describe different levels of hearing 
and/or the way a person’s hearing was diminished or lost. 
  

● Once an individual has identified themselves as being Deaf or Hard of Hearing, make sure you are in a 
well-lit area where they can see your face and read your lips. 

● As needed, attract the individual’s attention before speaking. 
● If the individual uses a hearing aid, try to find a quieter area with less background noise when talking 

with them. 
● If necessary, ask if another method of communicating would be easier (e.g., using a pen and paper). 
● Speak directly to the individual – not to their sign language interpreter – if they are accompanied by 

one. 
 

People with Learning, Cognitive or Developmental Disabilities 
Many people have a developmental, cognitive, intellectual or learning disabilities, you may not know that 
someone has this disability unless you are told. This disability may become apparent when a person has 
difficulty reading material, comprehending, speaking or understanding the information you are providing. 
  

● Be patient – people with some learning disabilities may take a little longer to process information, to 
understand and to respond. 

● Try to provide information in a way that works for the person (e.g. Some people with learning 
disabilities find written words difficult to understand, while others may have problems with numbers 
and math). 

● Be willing to rephrase or explain something again in another way. 
● Don’t make assumptions about what a person can or cannot do. 
● Use plain language. 
● Provide one piece of information at a time. 
● Ask the person if they need help, but don’t assume they do. 

 
People with Speech or Language Disabilities 
Cerebral palsy, stroke, hearing loss or other conditions may make it difficult for a person to pronounce words 
or express themselves. Some people who have speech barriers may use assistive devices for communication 
like an iPad.  
 

● Don’t assume that a person who has difficulty speaking doesn’t understand you. 
● Whenever possible, ask questions that can be answered with “yes” or a “no”. 
● Read visible instructions for communication devices, if the person uses one. 
● Be patient; don’t interrupt or finish their sentences. 
● Confirm what the person has said by summarizing or repeating – don’t pretend if you’re not sure. 
● Speak directly to the person and not to their companion or support person. 

 
People who have Mental Health Disabilities 
Mental health disability is a broad term for many different diagnoses that can range in significance. It can 
affect a person’s ability to think clearly, concentrate or remember things. A person with a mental health 
disability may experience anxiety due being in large crowds or over-stimulation. 



  
You may not know someone has a mental health disability unless you are told. Stigma and lack of 
understanding are major barriers for people with mental health disabilities. 
  

● If you sense or know that a participant has a mental health disability, treat them with the same respect 
and consideration you have for everyone else. 

● Be confident, calm and reassuring. 
● Respect their personal space. 
● Limit distractions that could affect their ability to focus or concentrate –  loud noise, crowded areas and 

interruptions could cause stress. 
Communicating with a Personal Attendant 
Some people with disabilities have a personal attendant. A personal attendant may accompany some people 
with disabilities and can be a paid personal support worker, an intervenor, a volunteer, a family member or a 
friend.  For example, a person who is Deaf-blind has some degree of both hearing and vision loss and may be 
accompanied by an intervenor, a professional support person who helps with communication. Other examples 
might be a paraplegic who uses a personal attendant, a professional support person who helps them to be 
independent.  
  

● A participant who is deafblind is likely to explain to you how to communicate with them, perhaps with 
an assistance card or a note. 

● Always direct conversation and decision-making to the person with a disability, remember they are the 
in charge and the personal attendant works for them. 

● If you’re not sure which person is the participant, take your lead from the person interacting with you or 
simply ask. 

● Speak directly to the person with a disability not their interpreter or attendant, they can answer for 
themselves. 

 

  

In Cases of Emergency  
When assisting people with disabilities in an emergency or evacuation it is important to maintain their personal 
dignity and the integrity of and connection to assistive technology (mobility and assisted devices), personal 
attendants, service animals and medicines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
Thank you to the Disability Caucus of the Women’s March on Washington.  
Much of the information in this document came from their hard work! 
www.facebook.com/WMWDisability 
  


