
Seeing Disability 
Through a New Lens



What was your first 
introduction to 

disability?



Disability:

An object of pity and 
charity



Disability:  A fate to be feared



Disability:

A fate 
worse than 

death



Disability: 

Something 
scary



Disability:

Inspirational



Ableism and the Power of Words!



Ableism
Ableism is a type of prejudice and discrimination 
directed toward people with disabilities. It also includes 
attitudes, beliefs, and practices demonstrate a 
preference for being nondisabled.



Forms of Ableism
What does ableism look like? Ableism comes in many 
forms. It can be a direct insult, like making fun of 
someone or name-calling or it can be more subtle. 
Sometimes even a comment that on the surface 
sounds kind, reveals underlying ableism. This is 
because many people have unconscious biases about 
disability.



What are some examples of ableism?
• Using terms that are insulting or patronizing like the R 

word, wheelchair bound, deaf-mute, or special needs. 
• Making assumptions such as that people with disabilities 

don’t want the same things as everyone else 
• Designing buildings, training materials, websites or 

policies that that are inaccessible or discriminatory

Ableism contributes to social norms



Lydia X.Z. Brown Quote
“Ableism is not a list of bad words. Language is 
*one* tool of an oppressive system. Being aware of 
language -- for those of us who have the privilege 
of being able to change our language -- can help us 
understand how pervasive ableism is. Ableism is 
systematic, institutional devaluing of bodies and 
minds deemed deviant, abnormal, defective, 
subhuman, less than. Ableism is *violence.*”

Lydia X. Z. Brown, Disability Rights Activist



eu·phe·mism:
a mild or indirect word or expression 
substituted for one considered to be too 
harsh or blunt when referring to something 
unpleasant or embarrassing.



Euphemisms
• disABILITY
• Handicapable
• Differently abled
• Physically challenged
• Special needs



So much language!
• Retarded
• Deaf and dumb
• Deaf mute
• Invalid
• Limited
• Defects

• Wheelchair bound
• Confined to a 

wheelchair
• Victim of
• Suffering from
• Deformed



People First 
Language 
• He is a person with intellectual 

disabilities or developmental 
disabilities.

• They are people with disabilities. 
• My daughter is a person with 

autism.
• She is a person with Downs 

Syndrome.
• He uses a wheelchair.

Identity First 
Language 
• Disabled person
• Disabled parent
• Autistic
• Deaf person



Why does this matter?



Disability:

Excluded from 
the diversity 
conversation



Disability:

Nondisabled 
people in 

roles playing 
people with 
disabilities



Aside:

We may be seeing the tide 
turn…

Micah Fowler cast as JJ Dimeo
on Speechless

RJ Mitte as Walt Jr. on 
Breaking Bad



Disability: Excluded by design

Inaccessible entrance

“Accessible” entrance



Disability:

Seen as the problem, 
discriminated 

against, 
not taken seriously, 

an afterthought





Disability doesn't 
make you exceptional, 
but questioning what 
you think you know 
about it does.

Stella Young



The Evolution of an Idea 1



The Evolution of an Idea 2



The Evolution of an Idea 3



Which is “good design”?



Exclusion, Accommodations, Universal  Design

Source: https://www.mobilizegreen.org/blog/2018/9/30/environmental-equity-vs-environmental-justice-whats-the-
difference



Self-advocacy…

Self-advocacy is a civil rights movement started by 
people with developmental and intellectual disabilities. 
The movement is based on individuals don’t have to 
change to fit society.  Society must change be inclusive 
and to treat everyone fair.
We want get rid of stereotypes and be seen as a person 
first.



"Disability isn't the problem. What's 
the problem is convincing others that 
it's not a problem." 

Lais Kari
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