
Interacting with People with Visual Disabilities 

 Identify yourself. 

 Talk normally; there is no need to speak louder. 

 Offer your arm for assistance for walking. 

 Give specific verbal cues and directions (ex. turn to your left). 

 Describe surroundings and others present. 

 Allow someone with a visual disability to touch objects. 

 Avoid escalators and revolving doors. 

 Tell someone with a visual disability when you are leaving. 

 Do not be afraid to use “seeing” language (ex. it’s good to  
see you again; I will see you later). 

Interacting with People with Hearing/          

Speech Disabilities 

A hearing and/or speech disability could be the result of hearing 
loss, physical problems, poor word formation, and limited mental 
word processing. This does not mean someone with a hearing and/
or speech disability cannot understand what you are saying. They 
may be able to communicate in other ways, such as pointing, using 
a letter board, touch or simple motions. 
 

 Be patient. 

 Keep trying to understand someone with a hearing/speech 
disability. Do not signal that you understand when you do not. 

 Ask for assistance from family/friends/caregivers. 

 Communicate by pointing, repetition, asking clarifying      
questions, and showing pictures or symbols. 

 Face them and make eye contact. 

 Tap their shoulder to get their attention. 

 Move away from background noise. 

 If they read lips, speak clearly and normally. 

 Use sign language, if you know it. If you do not know sign   
language, use simple gestures or facial expressions. 

 Write or draw what you are trying to communicate. 

 Ask the person to repeat themselves, if you don’t understand. 

 Communication Tips  Communication Tips (cont.)  

Interacting with People with Physical Disabilities 

 Be patient, and allow the person time to complete tasks. 

 Shake hands as you would with others, even if their hand is 
different. Pulling away shows rejection. 

 Look for ways to modify activities so everyone can participate. 
 

Interacting with a Person in a Wheelchair... 

 If the conversation is more than a few words, sit down or get 
down on one knee to be at eye level. 

 Only move someone’s wheelchair or other assistive devices  
after asking permission. 

 People use a wheelchair for freedom and mobility; they are 
not “confined” to a wheelchair. 

 Never play with a wheelchair, as it can be offensive to people 
who use them. 

People First Language 

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/woman”, but rather, “John/Sally has Autism.” It is important to 
recognize the person first, before the disability.  
 

   People First Language to Use: 

  

 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/speech 

 She has a learning disability  

     Terms Not to Use: 
 

 

 Retarded  

 Mental Retardation 
(although still a medical term) 

 Imbecile 

 Disabled 

 Handicapped 

 Impaired 

 Delayed 

 Slow 
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Interacting with People with                                  

Intellectual Disabilities 

 Be patient. 

 Be repetitive.  

 Present tasks in small, sequential steps. 

 Provide positive feedback. 

 Be clear and concise. 

 Talk with them, even if they are not able to respond. 

 Start a conversation with simple topics (ex. Is that your    

Bible? Do you like sports?). 

 Talk to adults as adults; do not talk down to someone with a 
disability. 

 Include them in conversation with family, friends, or anyone 

else; do not talk about them as if they are not present. 

 Look for their spiritual gifts, and encourage them to        
develop these gifts. 

 End long conversations by being honest and upfront. 

How many people with intellectual disabilities are actively involved in your Church? 

Developmental Disability 

Includes intellectual disability, but also refers to other  
disabilities which occur during the developmental years 
of someone’s life that affects their ability to learn. This    
usually occurs before the age of 18. 

 Mental illness is not a developmental disability, however a    
person with a developmental disability may have a duel       
diagnosis that includes mental illness. 

Intellectual Disability 

Characterized by significant limitations in both          
intellectual functioning (reasoning, learning, problem 
solving) and adaptive behavior, which covers many 
everyday social and practical skills. 

 Between1-3% of our population is born with an intellectual 
disability. (www.thearc.org) 

 Intellectual and other developmental disabilities often co-occur.  

Disabilities that may accompany an Intellectual 

Disability 

Autism and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

Down Syndrome 

Cerebral Palsy (CP) 

Autism and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

ASD and Autism are a group of complex disorders of brain      
development. These disorders are characterized, in varying     
degrees, by difficulties in social interaction, verbal and nonverbal 
communication, and repetitive behaviors. Individuals diagnosed 
with Autism and ASD may have difficulties with motor              
coordination, attention, and have physical health issues. 

 1 in 59 births in the U.S. (CDC, 2018; autism-society.org),    
result in Autism and ASD. 

 The actual cause of Autism is undetermined. 
 

Typical Symptoms of Autism and ASD Include… 

 Abnormal ways of relating to others (may be nonverbal, use 
random words, or make sounds). 

 Peculiar activity or habits– could show attachment to objects. 

 Unusually high or low activity levels (may get agitated in 
groups). 

 Insists that routine remains unchanged. 

 Sensitive to sounds. 

 Touch avoidance.  

 May display inappropriate emotions. 

 Easily agitated. 

 Detached or aloof. 
 

Interacting with People with Autism and ASD 

 Use the fewest words possible to communicate information. 

 Pause between words and phrases, to allow time for them to 
respond. 

 Be consistent and keep a routine. 

 Speak calmly, and in a normal sounding tone. 

 Use picture symbols (ex. cue cards, communication board). 

Down Syndrome 

A genetic disorder caused by extra genetic material from       
chromosome 21. Down syndrome can vary in severity and results in 
a lifelong intellectual disability, as well as developmental delays 
such as hearing loss, vision problems, and heart abnormalities. 

 Occurs in 1 in every 700 births, and accounts for 15-20% of 
intellectual disabilities. (ndss.org; intellectual disability.info) 

 

Typical Symptoms of Down Syndrome… 

 Difficulty with speech, as a result from a thickened tongue. 

 Varied degree of intellectual disability. 

 Short in stature. 

 Decreased muscle tone.  

 Tendency towards obesity.  

 Flattened facial profile and nose, with upward slanting eyes. 

 Short, broad hands. 
 

Interacting with People with Down Syndrome 

 Be patient. 

 If you have a hard time verbally understanding a person with 
Down Syndrome, do not hesitate to ask them to repeat     
themselves, or find assistance with a family member/caregiver. 

 Interact normally– they understand more than you think. 

Cerebral Palsy (CP) 

CP is the result of brain damage caused by injury or abnormal 
development of the brain before birth, during birth, immediately 
after birth, or during the development years. It affects body 
movement, muscle control, muscle coordination, posture and     
balance. Those with CP may also have vision, hearing, and speech 
difficulties. 

 CP may or may not impact intelligence. About 40% of       
children with CP have an intellectual disability. (cdc.gov/
ncbddd/cp/data.html) 

 

Interacting with People with Cerebral Palsy 

 If you have a hard time verbally understanding a person with 
CP, do not hesitate to ask them to repeat themselves, or find    
assistance with a family member/caregiver. 

 Interact normally– they understand more than you think. 

 Ask if there is a way you can help, before you help. 


