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It is important to remember that our own mood/emotions/daily experience 

affects how we view situations and encounters. The “window through which we 

look” can change how things appear. 

Self-esteem is another aspect that effects how we approach and handle 

situations. It is hard to be positive in a situation if you are not feeling very good 

about yourself. (see self-esteem handout for additional ideas) 

Putting the emphasis on self is difficult, but makes a huge difference in how we 

can handle situations. We often want to blame others for what they did “wrong”, 

but it is not always that clear cut. Ultimately, we have no control over the 

behavior of others, we can only change our response and feelings about a 

situation. Use “I…” statements to help create constructive conversations in 

problematic situations. Talk about how “I feel…”, “I want…” to help the other 

understand and possibly empathize. However, using this type of language does 

NOT guarantee that you will persuade the other person to you point of view or 

get what you want. (see I statements handout for more ideas) 

Example situation: 

A person using a wheelchair is working at Wal-Mart. Patrons of the store 

frequently comment with things like: “It is so nice that Wal-Mart is giving jobs to 

people like you!” 

What does this say about the person making this statement? Tells you about how 

they view people with disability. 

- They may be ignorant, and just believe their statement as a fact. They have 

negative assumptions about people with disabilities and their ability/desire 

to work. 



- They may be warm-hearted people who are truly happy that you are there, 

they just don’t know how to express it in a more appropriate way. 

How do you feel when this happens? Annoyed, put down, angry that people can 

be so insensitive/rude. 

You have 3 options for how to react. 

1. Respond with anger, start an argument 

2. Ignore them, avoid acknowledging their comment at all 

3. Try to educate them, use it as a teaching moment. 

o This does not have to be a huge speech, a simple statement can be 

just as effective in getting them to think about how they view people 

with disabilities. Shorter can be better because a stranger is not 

going to stand around and listen to a lecture about what it is like to 

have a disability. 

o Eg. “Thank you, but I worked very hard for this job.” Emphasizes your 

effort and qualifications, rather than the niceness of the corporation. 

Does this help? 

- It is okay to be skeptical of the effectiveness of the educational approach. 

This type of statement is something that people with disabilities experience 

numerous times a day and it get exhausting to deal with it. 

- Responding with anger is probably the least effective way to deal with 

these kinds of situations. It is okay to feel angry, you do not deserve to be 

treated that way. If you can keep calm, you can be a more effective 

teaching experience for the other person. 

o Keeping calm is the biggest challenge! Stopping to think about what 

is affecting your perception of the situation and deciding how to 

respond to the other person based on why you think they made the 

comment is important, but can be very difficult. 

- Ignoring their comments is okay too! Sometimes, we are just too 

frustrated/tired/stressed out to deal with this type of situation in an 

educational way and that is okay too. It is totally normal for your current 

mood to affect how you respond to others. You need to find ways to cope 

with that as well so that you don’t feel angry all the time - there is a time 



and place to speak up about issues and push for changes (eg. lobbying, 

getting involved with projects, collective forums etc.). 

o This is the best option for responding to someone who is being 

intentionally rude (a bully). They have an idea that they want you to 

respond in a certain way (eg. want you to get mad). Ignoring them 

gives you the advantage, they don’t get what they wanted if you 

choose not to respond. 

o However, there are some situations, where saying nothing can make 

the problem worse down the road.  

 eg. In-home care providers. You have a right to challenge them 

and their assumptions. Be specific about what you are upset 

about, so that they know what needs to change. Report to a 

supervisor if it is ongoing. Encourage them to ask if you 

need/want help with something before they help. Think about 

how you might communicate your needs specifically and 

consistently (especially if your workers change frequently), for 

example, write a booklet to give to new attendants. 

- Remember that you can’t change the behavior of others, only your own 

perspective. So try to view your educational reply as something that will 

make this person think twice about what they say to the next person with a 

disability that they encounter. Then, your response can be a way for you to 

positively change the way society views disability.  

o Some of the people you encounter in this type of situation just don’t 

“get it” and they may not ever understand. You can only change 

yourself, so deal with that individual and move on. They are 

frustrating, but try not to let it bother you any longer than it takes 

you to deal with that individual.  Don’t get hung up on it…they 

probably aren’t. 

o There are other ways that you can work to change the social 

perception of disability. There is a time and place for lobbying and 

helping to educate people about disabilities. 

o It may become easier to dismiss ignorant people if you stay true to 

your own values and emphasize what is important to you. You can’t 

deal with every little thing all the time, decide what the important 

issues/points are and focus on those. Rehearse how you want to deal 



with those particular issues so that your intended message comes 

across clearly. How you deliver your message affects how people 

receive it and how well they understand what you are trying to 

explain. 

 

Dealing with overly helpful people. 

People with disabilities spend a lot of time trying to be grateful…people are 

always trying to help with things. It is never bad to be thankful to someone, even 

if they were not actually that helpful. However, it is okay to let them know that 

you don’t necessarily want their help, as long as you can do it in an appropriate 

way. “Thank you, but I would prefer to do it myself” is the clearest way to get that 

across without sounding rude. 

 

There are some situations where disability gives privilege. (eg. priority seating on 

public transit, bypassing lines, parking etc.) 

This can be problematic, especially for people with invisible disabilities because 

you feel like you need to explain. You don’t if you don’t want to. Anyone with a 

disability is entitled to the features that make facilities accessible to them, 

regardless of whether or not by-standers think you look “disabled enough” to use 

them. This returns to the idea that you must pick your battles when it comes to 

educating people about what it means to have a disability – you must find ways to 

deal with this kind of situation and then move on. You do not need to validate 

your disability to strangers who make assumptions about you. 

 


