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Disability-Specific Tips 

There is a lot of diversity within the population of people with disabilities.  There can also be a 
broad range of individual needs and capabilities within specific disability groups.  That being 
said, there are also some overall tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with 
specific types of disabilities. 

 
People who are deaf or Hard of Hearing 

 
People who are deaf or Hard of Hearing may have partial or total hearing loss.  Some people 
may be able to communicate verbally while others may use sign language to communicate.  
Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people who are deaf and/or Hard 
of Hearing: 
 

 Before starting a conversation, gain a person’s attention by politely waving or a gentle 
tap on the shoulder. 

 Always make eye contact with the person you are speaking to. 

 Ask the person what is the most effective way to communicate with them. 

 Identify who you are. 

 Face the person you are speaking to and speak slowly and clearly, do not raise your 
voice. 

 Make it easier for a person to lip read by: 
o Communicating in a well-lit area and ensuring that your face is easy to see; 
o Keeping your hands away from your face. 

 Use clear and concise language and be prepared to repeat and rephrase as necessary. 

 If there is difficulty communicating, try writing down what you are trying to say. 

 If there is a Sign Language Interpreter present, speak directly to the person not to their 
interpreter. 

 
For more resources and further information, contact the Western Institute for the Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing: http://www.widhh.com/ 
 
To book a sign language interpreter, contact the Westcoast Association of Visual Language 
Interpreters (WAVLI): http://wavli.com/ 
 
 

http://www.widhh.com/
http://wavli.com/
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People who are blind or partially sighted 

The term vision loss is an inclusive term that covers all people who are blind or partially 
sighted.  Some people have no sight from birth, some individuals are legally blind, while others 
are partially sighted.  For example, some individuals who are partially sighted may be able to 
see some things but may not have depth perception or contrast sensitivity.   

Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with vision loss: 

 Always make your presence known.  Greet the person as you enter the room and let 
them know that you are leaving the room (i.e. do not leave them talking to an empty 
space). 

 When talking to a person, use their name so that they are aware that you are speaking 
to them.  Make sure that you use a normal tone of voice and talk directly to the person 
who is blind, not through their companion/attendant. 

 Do not assume that the person cannot see you.  He or she may be partially sighted. 

 If they use a guide dog or other service animal, ask before interacting with the service 
animal.  Make sure that you do not pet the service animal while they are “working.” 

 In a group discussion, ask participants to identify themselves before they speak so that 
the conversation is easier to follow. 

 If you lead a person, let them hold your arm and control their own movements. 

 Sometimes it can be appreciated if you describe the relative location of various 
landmarks as you lead someone around a space. 

 When offering a person a seat, place their hand on the back of the chair and let them 
seat themselves. 

 Avoid trying to lead the person by grabbing their arm or their dog’s harness, unless the 
person asks for assistance. 

 It is okay to ask people if they would like assistance and how you can help. 

 Keep walkways clear of tripping hazards. 

 Provide information in large print and other accessible formats as needed. 
 
For more resources and further information, contact the Canadian National Institute for the 
Blind: http://www.cnib.ca/en/bc-yukon/Pages/default.aspx 
 
 
 

http://www.cnib.ca/en/bc-yukon/Pages/default.aspx
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People who are deaf-blind 
 
People who are deaf-blind have varied levels of sight and hearing.  Here are some tips that can 
be helpful when interacting with people who are deaf-blind: 
 

 The person may explain to you how to communicate with them or hand you an 
instructional card. 

 If they have an intervenor, identify yourself to them but still address the person directly 
in conversation. 

 
For more resources and further information, contact the Western Institute for the Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing: http://www.widhh.com/ 
 
People who have a physical disability or mobility-related disability 
 
Persons with physical disabilities have varied levels of movement and mobility and often use a 
variety of mobility aids such as wheelchairs, walkers, forearm crutches, or canes to get around.  
Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with physical disabilities: 
 

 Don’t hang onto, lean on or touch a person’s mobility aid unless they ask you to. 
 If you are having a longer conversation, try to position yourself at eye level with 

someone using a wheelchair. 
 Always ask a person who uses a wheelchair if he or she would like assistance, before you 

jump in to help.  Do not assume that a person needs or would like help. 
 It is okay to ask if people would like help.  This may be appreciated if a person is having 

difficulty opening doors and/or going uphill or up a steep ramp. 
 If it looks like someone may be having difficulties walking or balancing, do not hesitate 

to offer your seat in a waiting area or on a bus (especially if there is limited seating). 
 Try to keep pathways clear of obstructions such as furniture or clutter and provide an 

accessible path of travel for people using mobility devices.   
 Try to position learning materials at wheelchair accessible heights. 

 
For more resources and further information, contact Spinal Cord Injury BC: https://sci-
bc.ca/about-us/sci-bc/ 
 
For more resources and further information, contact the Arthritis Society: http://arthritis.ca/  
 

http://www.widhh.com/
https://sci-bc.ca/about-us/sci-bc/
https://sci-bc.ca/about-us/sci-bc/
http://arthritis.ca/
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People with speech disorders/impediments 
 
People with speech-language disorders may often sound as though they are having difficulty 
speaking, but each person has adapted to their own style of communication.  Often, they are 
used to people not being able to understand them, so they have found various ways to deliver 
their message such as finding synonyms, writing the message, or defining the message or 
word.  Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with speech 
disorders/impediments: 

 

 Do not assume that the person has an intellectual disability or hearing disability (Note: 
Most people have intact listening and comprehension skills!). 

 Be patient and give the person as much time as they need to communicate. 

 Do not interrupt or attempt to finish a person’s sentences. 

 Avoid barriers which can make it difficult to hear (such as noisy environments). 

 Do not mimic them or mock their way of speaking. 

 If you do not understand something that was said, do not pretend to know what the 
person is saying.  Politely ask the person to repeat it and then repeat it back if you 
would like to double check that you understood. 

 
For more resources or further information, please contact the BC Association of 
Speech/Language Pathologists and Audiologists.  http://www.bcaslpa.ca/ 
 

http://www.bcaslpa.ca/
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People with an intellectual or cognitive disability 
 
People with an intellectual or cognitive disability can be mildly or significantly limited in their 
ability to learn and/or communicate.  Some people may have had a developmental disability 
since birth while others may have acquired a disability later in life (such as an acquired brain 
injury or dementia).  Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with 
intellectual or cognitive disabilities: 

 

 Be patient. 

 If the person you are interacting with is having difficulty understanding you, repeat 
yourself using different words without getting frustrated. 

 Break up your ideas into small manageable pieces and keep it simple (i.e. provide step 
by step instructions). 

 Use plain language. 

 Be considerate without being patronizing.  Keep all conversations at an adult to adult 
level. 

 
For more information and further resources for people with developmental disabilities, 
contact Inclusion BC: http://www.inclusionbc.org/ 
 
For more information and further resources for people with acquired brain injuries, contact 
the BC Brain Injury Association:  http://brainstreams.ca/ 
 
For more information and further resources for people with dementia, contact the Alzheimer 
Society of British Columbia: http://www.alzheimer.ca/bc 
 

http://www.inclusionbc.org/
http://brainstreams.ca/
http://www.alzheimer.ca/bc
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People with a learning disability 
 
People who have a learning disability have varied levels of difficulty processing or 
understanding information.   Some people may become aware that they have a learning 
disability early on in their education if they are having difficulty learning basic skills like 
reading, writing and/or math.  However, some individuals may not become aware that they 
have a learning disability until much later in life when they are attending post-secondary 
education or are in the work force.  Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting 
with people with learning disabilities. 
 

 Remember that people with learning disabilities typically have average or above average 
intelligence. 

 Be aware that there are a diverse range of learning disabilities and individuals may 
require a range of different approaches to achieve their learning objectives. 

 Ask them how you can best provide information to meet their learning needs. 

 If a person has auditory and/or short-term memory difficulties, put instructions and 
information in writing. 

 Use hands on training. 

 Break down complicated tasks into line items with check boxes. 

 Provide a quiet work environment. 
 
For more information and further resources, please contact the Learning Disabilities 
Association of BC http://www.ldabc.ca/ 

http://www.ldabc.ca/
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People with mental illnesses 
 
Mental illnesses can take many forms and are often misunderstood by people.  Some types of 
mental illnesses include anxiety disorders, depression, bipolar disorder, eating disorders, panic 
disorders.  Depending on the specific type of mental health issue that an individual is 
experiencing, different types of supports may be helpful.  Different mental illnesses have 
different symptoms, and people experience the same type of mental illness in very different 
ways.  Some people may hide their symptoms and some people may function well despite 
symptoms.   Here are some tips that can be helpful when interacting with people with mental 
illnesses: 

 

 Be aware that this is often a hidden disability that may or may not be obvious to others. 

 Recognize that mental illnesses are real illnesses and that some people can worry about 
asking for help because there can be stigma around mental illnesses. 

 Be aware that mental illnesses can be episodic where people have periods when they 
are well and other periods where they are unwell and overall functioning can be low. 

 If you have noticed changes and are concerned about a friend, it is best to express 
concern without making assumptions. 

 Recognize that adults have the right to choose their own care and the right to privacy in 
most situations. 

 If someone is in-crisis, ask them how you can help. 

 If someone is in-crisis and cannot communicate their needs, call for additional 
assistance from a health professional. 

 
For more resources and further information, contact the Canadian Mental Health Association 
– BC Chapter https://www.cmha.bc.ca/ 
 
 

https://www.cmha.bc.ca/

