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TOPIC 8, EPISODE 6—COMPANION TRAINING 

COMMUNICATION 

  

 

• People with disabilities are first and foremost people who have individual 

abilities, interests and needs. They can be mothers, fathers, sons, 

daughters, sisters, brothers, friends, neighbors, and coworkers. Like all of 

us, they are also loved by God. 
 

• We are all unique in the way we interact with the people around us. To 

communicate effectively, we need to adapt to different communication 

styles. The same will be true when communicating with people with 

disabilities. 
 

• When talking to someone with an 

intellectual disability, remember to be 

patient. Sometimes those with 

disabilities need a pause to process a 

conversation, or what their response will 

be.  
 

• When asking a question, take a minute 

to pause and wait patiently for an adult 

friend to answer. 
 

• If he or she seems confused, you can 

repeat the question, or rephrase the 

question. Repetition is important when 

talking with someone with an intellectual 

disability, as main points can be better 

understood when repeated.  
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 COMMUNICATION CONTINUED 
 

 

• Start conversations with simple topics, such as “do you like to bowl? Do 

you go to work?” The is especially important when you are first getting to 

know someone. 
 

• It’s important to also talk to adults with disabilities as adults; refrain from 

talking down to someone with a disability. Don’t change your voice or 

speech pattern. Depending on a person’s intellectual ability, consider your 

choice of words. Be sure they understand what you are saying. Adjust your 

vocabulary as necessary.   
 

• When in a group with others, include your friends with disabilities in the 

conversation. Refer to them by their name. Never have a conversation with 

others and talk about a friend with a disability as if he/she were not present. 
 

• If you are giving directions or asking your friends to help you with a task, 

present your directions or the task in small, sequential steps. Allow time for 

positive feedback between steps. Be clear and concise when explaining a 

concept or a task.   
 

• When interacting with a friend with low vision or complete loss of sight, be 

sure to identify yourself when walking up to them. Then carry on with 

normal conversation. When you leave, be sure to tell him/her you are 

leaving. 
 

• It is also perfectly fine to use “seeing” language around someone with low 

vision or complete loss of sight. Examples of seeing language include, “it’s 

good to see you again” or “see you later.” Many times people with visual 

disabilities also use “seeing” language. 
 

• Offer your arm for assistance for walking and give specific verbal cues and 

directions. You will want to avoid escalators and revolving doors when 

assisting someone with a visual disability.  
 

• Provide your friend with low vision or complete loss of sight opportunities to 

touch objects. Let them “see” with their hands.  
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 COMMUNICATION CONTINUED 
 

 

• A hearing loss or deafness can be linked with other physical or intellectual 

disabilities that may include poor word formation, and limited mental word 

processing. In many cases, this does not mean they cannot understand 

what you are saying.  
 

• He/she may be able to communicate in other ways, such as pointing, using 

a computer or communication board, touch, or simple motions. 
 

• Face your friend who has a hearing loss or is deaf and make eye contact. 

Tap their shoulder to get their attention. Move away from background noise. 

If they read lips, speak clearly and normally. You can use sign language if 

you know it.  
 

• If your friend is unable to clearly form their words, remember to be patient. 

Keep trying to understand them. Ask them to repeat themselves if you don’t 

understand. 
 

• Use simple gestures and facial expressions or write down what you are 

trying to communicate. You can also communicate through pointing, 

repetition, asking clarifying questions, and showing them pictures or 

symbols. 
 

• It is easy to get frustrated and give them signals that you understand when 

you do not. Don’t pretend to understand. They will likely know that you are 

pretending and might stop trying to talk with you. Be sure to ask for 

assistance from their family, friends, and direct support staff. 
 

• When communicating with a friend who does not vocalize their words, it is 

still important to talk to them. They may not use words, but this doesn’t 

mean they don’t hear or understand you.   
 

• They may be able to communicate in other ways such as pointing, using a 

communication board, showing facial expressions, or with simple motions. 

Ask their family, friends, or support staff how best to communicate with this 

person. 
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 COMMUNICATION CONTINUED 
 

 

• When interacting with a friend who has physical disabilities, be patient and 

allow the person time to verbally respond or complete tasks. Cerebral palsy 

or CP is a physical disability affecting a person's ability to move. It is due to 

damage to the developing brain either during pregnancy or shortly after 

birth. CP is often linked with hearing loss or speech impairment. 
 

• When communicating with friends with disabilities who are more 

challenging, we can fall into a trap where we exclude them from the group. 

It may be unintentional, but we position ourselves with other companions 

and friends with disabilities who are easier to talk to.   
 

• As companions, be sure no one is excluded. We are all children of God. 

Remember, from 1 Corinthians 12:22; “Even those parts of the body who 

seem to be weaker are indispensable.”  
 

• When choosing where to sit, look for a friend with a disability who will help 

develop your communication skills.   
 

• Your friends may have limited use of their limbs due to CP or other physical 

disabilities. This can result in a deformity of the limb. If your friend has a 

deformity in their arm or hand, and offers it for you to shake, shake hands 

as you would with others. Pulling away shows rejection. 
 

• Do not consider people who use a wheelchair as being “confined” to it. The 

wheelchair gives them freedom and mobility. Only move someone’s 

wheelchair or other assistive devices after asking permission. You should 

never play with a wheelchair or other assistive device. This could be 

considered offensive by some. 
 

• If you are interacting with someone in a wheelchair and a chair is available, 

pull the chair up and sit next to them. You can also get down on one knee 

to be at eye level if the conversation is more than a few words. This 

communicates that you are equals.  
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 COMMUNICATION CONTINUED 
 

 

• As with any group of people, some people with disabilities will use 

inappropriate language. If an adult friend says something offensive, be 

respectful and honest. Let them know that their language is inappropriate. 

This is a term they will understand. You could also say those words are 

hurtful, or we should not use that kind of talk. 
 

• You may have a friend with a disability who takes over a conversation to 

the point where others are excluded. It may be hard to end a conversation 

when other activities are starting, or others need a chance to talk.  
 

• If it is necessary to end a long conversation, be respectful by thanking them 

for their comments. Be honest and upfront and let them know it’s time to 

hear from someone else. 
 

• The way we communicate outside our Friendship group is just as important 

as our communication with each other inside the group. It is best to use 

“Person First Language” when we refer to our friends with disabilities. 
 

• When talking with, or about people with disabilities, we want to recognize 

the person first, before their disability. Their disability is not “the problem”.  
 

• For example, a person who uses a wheelchair doesn’t say, “I have a 

problem with walking.” Instead, they say, “I use a wheelchair.” Similarly, a 

person who is diagnosed with Autism should not be referred to as “that 

autistic man or woman”, but rather, “John/Sally has Autism.” 
 

• Here are some examples of People First Language to use around those 

with disabilities: 
 

− People with intellectual disabilities 
 

− People with disabilities 
 

− My son/daughter has Autism/ASD 
 

− He has Down Syndrome 
 

− She has a seizure disorder  
 

− He does not use words 
 

− She has a learning disability  
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COMMUNICATION CONTINUED 

−  

−  

• The following terms would not be considered person first language: 
 

− Retarded, the R-Word, moron, idiot, imbecile, spastic: these words are used to insult 

someone. They are hurtful and derogatory and suggest that people with disabilities 

are stupid or flawed.  
 

− Handicapped: this word has been around for centuries. Many people believe that the 

term "handicapped" was first used in relation to Civil War veterans whose injuries 

prevented them from working. These injured veterans would beg on the streets with 

"cap in hand." This word is not appropriate to use when referring to people with 

disabilities. 
 

− Mental Retardation: The first record of the word "retarded" in relation to 

developmental delay was in 1895. Although less used today it is still considered a 

medical term. Outside a medical textbook, however, there is little use for this word. 
  

− Retardation: this was used to replace previous medical terms like idiot, moron, and 

imbecile. This was because it was not a derogatory term at that time. However, by 

the 1960s, the term had become insulting. Today it is replaced with the term 

“intellectual disability.”  
 

− Other terms that are discouraged are disabled, delayed, slow, and special. 

 

• Remember, always put the person first and not the disability. Connection 

Ministries commonly used the language, “Friend with an intellectual 

disability.” 

 

 
 

 

                                                     https://connection-ministries.org 


