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What is Disability?

What is Ableism?

Dismantling Ableism

Disability and LGBTQ

Ways to be an Ally
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Work with the people at your table. If your 
group is small consider joining a table nearby.
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When you listened to 

Thomas, what negative 

myths and stereotypes 

about persons with 

developmental 

disabilities did you hear?
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Rocks Activity

Often society promotes the 
idea that having a disability 
is a burden.

But we encourage people 
to be proud of who they are 
and that includes having a 
disability.

The real burden is the 
words and actions of 
others.

That is what weighs us 
down.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNMJaXuFuWQ 6
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WHAT IS DISABILITY?

• Disability is just another way for a mind and/or body 
to be.

• Some people are born with a disability, others 
become disabled later.

• Some people have their disabilities all their lives, 
others for a short time.

• There are a lot of kinds of disabilities.

• You can’t always tell that someone is disabled by 
looking at them.
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WHAT IS DISABILITY?

• People with disabilities get to choose how we talk 
about our disabilities. 

• Disability is part of our identity, who we are.

• Different societies around the world think about 
disability in different ways.

• If we live long enough, most people will have a 
disability at some point in our lives.

• Our experiences of disability change based on our 
environment. 

• Because of our disabilities, we might need support. The 
supports someone gets can change their experience. 



Medical Model …

• Gives decision-making power to professionals 

• Sees people with disabilities as the problem that needs to 

be fixed (as opposed to the environment needing to be 

adapted)

• Focus is on finding a cure, rather than on the needs of 

the person

• Can result in segregation

• Mental Models are beliefs, assumptions 

and models we have about every aspect 

of ourselves, others, our organizations 

and how the world works.

• Habits of thought

• Ancestral Voices
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What is Ableism?

The world we live in is built for 
people who do not have disabilities.  
We assume that everyone can see, 
walk, and hear. 
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Everyone uses accommodations. But we might not think 
about them as accommodations, because they meet 
most people’s needs. Our world is built for a certain set 
of abilities that most people share. 

But it does not have to be. 
The world is built this way because of ableism.
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Ask yourself what assumptions are being made 

disability.

TAKE ACTION: Be watchful for false ideas about 

disability. If you see that someone you know laugh 

at a joke about a person with a disability or share a 

disrespectful meme or article, explain to them why 

this is problematic. 

Disability is just another way for a mind and/or body to be.

TAKE ACTION: Repeat this as needed until you believe it: “Disability is just another 

way for a mind and/or body to be.” If you already get it, then share this with someone 

who perhaps isn’t there yet.

Presume Competence.

TAKE ACTION: Believe that all people with disabilities have abilities. Avoid pre-

judging what a person can and can’t do. Have high expectations and dreams for us. 

Most people with disabilities perform better than expected when others expect them 

to do well.                                                               
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Dignity of Risk: Being able to make a mistake and 

not be held to a higher standard than someone 

without a disability.

TAKE ACTION: In all of our work, we need to begin by 

asking, “What really matters to the person, from their 

perspective?” We need to separate out what others 

may think is Important for the person to do and work to 

find a balance between the two.

Nothing About Us Without Us

TAKE ACTION: One in five people in the US have a disability. When 

you’re watching TV, advocating at the State House, attending a 

meeting about people with disabilities or at your local community 

college, we urge you to constantly look for representation of different 

people, cultures etc. We urge you to constantly question “is this 

situation welcoming and accessible to people with disabilities.”

Adapted from https://whatisableism.tumblr.com/allytips
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https://whatisableism.tumblr.com/allytips
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1. Talk to us about self-care. 

2. Support us to identify people we can trust.

3. Help us make friends. Friends can 

understand and react differently from 

family. 

4. Sexuality and disability are a part of who we 

are. But that does not mean those things 

define everything about us. 
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5. Get the facts. Learn about bullying and discrimination 

of people who are LGBTQ. 

6. Words matter. Learn respectful terms used by the 

LGBTQ community. 

7. Accept people and support them in discovering who 

they are. No judging – do not push your values on 

someone else. 

8. When you get to know a person with a disability, see 

the whole person including their sexuality. Be ready 

for someone to ask questions about being LGBTQ. 
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9. Stop harassment whenever and wherever it 

happens. Step in, stop it and explain why it is 

harmful. 

10. Support sexual self-advocacy. 

11. Treat adults as adults. Have respect for an 

individual’s right to make choices and mistakes.

12. Everyone has a right to the facts about health and 

sexuality information provided in an accessible 

manner. 
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The End – thanks for coming!

Like us on Facebook!
www.facebook.com/pages/Green-Mountain-Self-Advocates

Tweet with us on Twitter!
www.twitter.com/VTGMSA

Watch us on YouTube!
http://www.youtube.com/user/GMSAVT 

www.gmsavt.org

info@gmsavt.org



Self-Advocacy is the civil 

rights movement of 

individuals & organizations 

to empower people with 

intellectual and 

developmental disabilities to 

speak for ourselves, make 

our own decisions and stand 

up for our rights.
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• Self-Advocacy training provided to students at 15 

different high schools.

• 600 people attended the 18th Annual Voices and Choices 

Conference. Our 2-day conference is the largest Vermont 

event for people with disabilities.

• Technical assistance and mentoring for hundreds of peer 

leaders who belong to 23 local self-advocacy groups.

• Presented 30+ disability awareness events for schools, 

faith communities, businesses, healthcare providers, 

medical and college students.

• More than 300 care managers and related health 

professionals were trained by GMSA peer leaders. 

Green Mountain Self-Advocates
Some of Our Many Achievements in 2016

Legislative Advocacy

Connecting with students

Sharing Our Stories
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❑ Don’t worry about “saying the wrong 

thing”

❑ Respect the person and see them 

beyond their disability

❑ Use respectful, Person 1st Language

❑ Be strength-based

❑ Use everyday words

❑ Be values-neutral when supporting 

someone to make a decision

❑ Ask before you help

❑ Intersectionality: consider culture

❑ Avoid closed-ended (Yes/No) 

questions

❑ Don't assume you know               

what someone wants, what he feels, 

or what is best for him

❑ Speak in a typical volume/pace

❑ Talk directly to the person, not their 

companion

❑ Be aware of personal space and 

sensory issues

❑ Do not try to guess what the person 

is saying, or cut them off

❑ Treat an adult as an adult 

❑ Take time. Wait -- Give a person 

enough time to answer a question 
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When given the right support a person with 
a disability can achieve the same goals and 
dreams as someone without a disability. 
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• Disability is natural

• Control and informed choice over our lives

• Fully participate in and contribute to our communities

• Full integration and inclusion in an individualized manner

• Lead meaningful and productive lives

• Have interdependent friendships and relationships

• Live free of abuse, neglect,                                                                               

financial and sexual exploitation

• Presume competence

• Nothing about us without us! 25
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