
October is National Disability 
Employment Awareness Month, 
the perfect time to increase your 
entire company’s awareness of the 
underutilized talent potential of people 
with disabilities, the variety of disabilities, 
the most successful way to on-board 
people with disabilities at your company, 
and the culturally competency way to 
recruit, retain, engage and promote this 
increasing demographic.

This Meeting in a Box is designed to 
make it easy for you to share the entire 
package or individual components with 
your employees. Each component is 
available in a web page that is easily 
printable.
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  1  HISTORIC TIMELINE

  2  FACTS & FIGURES

We recommend you start your employees’ cultural-competence lesson on people with disabilities by using this Historic Timeline, 
which documents individual achievements of people with a variety of disabilities plus legislation, including the Americans With 
Disabilities Act, that changed their legal opportunities for equality.

After discussion of the Timeline, the next step is to review available data and understand how and why hiring people with 
disabilities impacts our business.

The data we have chosen to present here represents information of relevance to corporate America, such as education (available 
labor pool), employment and The DiversityInc Top 10 Companies for People With Disabilities. That list was selected based 
on answers to questions on the DiversityInc Top 50 survey about accommodations, recruitment outreach, onboarding, talent 
development and resource groups for people with disabilities.

  What is the variety of disabilities applicable under the Americans with Disabilities Act? Why has it been so difficult for people with 
disabilities to achieve leadership positions? 
Discuss the different experiences of people with different types of disabilities. Explain how hidden disabilities can be even more difficult to 
address when there are inequities.

  How has your workplace changed its perception, accommodation and treatment of people with disabilities? Is this enough? 

  Why are “firsts” important to note? What other barrier breakers have you witnessed in your lifetime? 
This is a personal discussion designed to help the employee note other barrier breakers historically.  This discussion can be further explored 
after the Facts & Figures section below is discussed.

  As Baby Boomers retire, the need for skilled workers in the United States is intensifying. The disabilities population is an untapped 
resource yet many companies shy away from this group. 
How can your company—and you personally—create more awareness of the value of reaching out to the disability community? How can your 
company—and you personally—mentor and teach people with disabilities, especially those still in school?

  How can your disabilities resource group help both find and on-board people with disabilities and help educate managers and the workforce 
about cultural competence? 

  How critical is it to have role models in an organization? 
And if you agree it is, how do you encourage people with disabilities, especially hidden disabilities, to self-identify? What are the benefits of a 
corporate culture where people can be free to bring their whole selves to work?

 Discussion Questions for Employees

 Discussion Questions for Employees

We are supplying a Historic Timeline of legislation and events impacting the progress of people with disabilities 
and their achievements in the United States; Facts & Figures demonstrating educational progress and continued 
employment and income inequities, plus successful people with disabilities in government, education, business, sports 
and entertainment; and our cultural-competence series “Things NOT to Say” focusing on people with disabilities. This 
information should be distributed to your entire workforce and also should be used by your people-with-disabilities-and-
allies resource group both internally and externally as a year-round educational tool.
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  3  FIVE THINGS NEVER TO SAY PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
Our popular “Things NOT to Say” series includes interviews with people with disabilities about offensive phrases they’ve heard in 
the workplace and how best to respond to them to further cultural-competence education.

  What other phrases have you heard addressed to people with disabilities that were condescending or offensive? 
Discuss how these phrases and stereotypes impact office morale and productivity. For more information on this topic, go to www.DiversityInc.

com/john-amaechi  and www.DiversityInc.com/claude-steele

  What role do you think the company should play when offensive comments occur? 
Have the employees talk about under what circumstances they would report offensive comments and what they believe the company should 
do. Get advice from DiversityInc CEO Luke Visconti at www.DiversityInc.com/atwg-offensive-language

  After today’s lesson, what would you do if you overheard a colleague make one of these comments? 
Continue the discussion with each employee having a plan of action on how to address offensive language.

 Discussion Questions for Employees
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1753 Pennsylvania Hospital in 
Philadelphia is first hospital with 
ward for mental illness

1773 Virginia establishes first hospital 
solely for treatment of “idiots, 
lunatics and other people of 
unsound mind,” the Public 
Hospital for Persons of Insane and 
Disordered Minds, now Eastern 
State Hospital

1776 Stephen Hopkins, who has cerebral 
palsy, signs the Declaration of 
Independence, saying, “My hands 
tremble, but my heart does not”

1805 Dr. Benjamin Rush, considered 
the father of American psychiatry, 
publishes Medical Inquiries and 
Observations Upon the Diseases of 
the Mind

1817 American School for the Deaf 
opens in Connecticut. American 
Sign Language originates here

1829 Louis Braille publishes his 
eponymous raised-dot alphabet

1832 Perkins School for the Blind opens 
in Massachusetts

1841 Activist Dorothea Dix begins her 
crusade on behalf of mentally ill 
people, leading to the first state-run 
mental hospitals 

1848 Massachusetts School for Idiotic 
Children (now Walter E. Fernald 
Developmental Center) opens

1860 British physician William Little first 
identifies cerebral palsy

1866 British physician John Langdon 
Down publishes first description of 
Down syndrome

1869 First wheelchair patent is issued in 
United States

1880 National Association for the Deaf is 
founded

1907 Indiana becomes the first state 
to pass a eugenics law, to sterilize 
“confirmed idiots, imbeciles and 
rapists” in state institutions. Similar 
laws are adopted by 31 other states

1918 Soldiers Rehabilitation Act provides 
job training for returning World War I 
veterans with disabilities

1921 American Foundation for the Blind 
is founded

1924 Helen Keller graduates from 
Radcliffe College, becoming the 
first deaf-blind person to earn a 
bachelor’s degree

1927 In Buck v. Bell, Supreme Court rules 
that forced sterilization of people 
with disabilities is not a violation of 
14th Amendment 

1933 Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who is 
paralyzed from the waist down by 
polio, becomes President. Accounts 
differ as to how far he went to hide 
his disability

1935 Social Security Act provides funds to 
each state to assist, among others, 
the blind and “crippled” children

1943 Dr. Leo Kanner becomes first 
person to clearly define autism

1949 United Cerebral Palsy is founded

1956 Disability Insurance program is 
added to Social Security

1960 The first Paralympic Games are held 
in Rome

1961 Making Buildings Accessible to 
and Usable by the Physically 
Handicapped is published. Forty-
nine states adopt accessibility 
legislation by 1973

1962 Eunice Kennedy Shriver starts a 
day camp that will become Special 
Olympics

1962 Ed Roberts, who has polio, enrolls 
at University of California, Berkeley. 
He is considered the father of the 
Independent Living movement

1964 Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of race, 
religion, ethnicity or national origin, 
but does not include disability

1965 Medicaid program is established to 
cover healthcare costs for people 
with disabilities

1965 Autism Society of America is founded

1970 Judy Heumann successfully sues 
New York City Board of Education 
when her application for a teaching 
license is denied because her 
wheelchair is deemed a fire hazard

1973 Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibits 
public institutions receiving any 
federal funds to discriminate on the 
basis of disability 

1975 Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act requires public schools 
that accept federal funding to 
provide equal access to education 
for children with disabilities

1976 Amendment to Higher Education 
Act of 1972 mandates services 
for college students with physical 
disabilities

1978 National Council on Disability is 
founded in Department of Education

1981 United Nations declares 1981 
International Year of Disabled Persons

1984 Voting Accessibility for Elderly and 
Handicapped Act requires polling 
places to be physically accessible 
to people with disabilities for 
federal elections

1990 President Bush signs the Americans 
With Disabilities Act (ADA), which 
guarantees access to and prohibits 
discrimination against individuals 
with “physical or mental disabilities”

1992 United Nations establishes Dec. 3 
as International Day of Disabled 
Persons. In 2007 the name would 
be changed to International Day of 
Persons With Disabilities

2000 President Clinton signs Executive 
Order 13163 calling for the federal 
government to hire 100,000 people 
with disabilities over the next five 
years. Few steps are taken, though, 
forcing President Obama to sign 
another executive order in 2010 
requiring compliance 

2001 Office of Disability Employment Policy 
is founded in Department of Labor

2004 Chicago hosts first Disability Pride 
Parade

2006 West Virginia passes bill requiring 
disability history to be taught in 
public schools during state’s annual 
Disability History Week

2008 ADA Amendments Act grants 
broader protections to workers with 
disabilities

2009 Genetic Information Nondiscrimination 
Act prohibits employers from using 
genetic information to discriminate 
against employees or job applicants

2011 Revised ADA regulations adopt 2010 
ADA Standards for Accessible Design 
and address other accessibility issues, 
including accommodating service 
animals, wheelchairs and other 
mobility devices
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Helen Keller and  
Annie Sullivan

National Disability Employment 
Awareness Month each October 
recognizes the societal and 
workforce contributions of 
people with disabilities. In 1945, 
Congress designated the first 
National Employ the Physically 
Handicapped Week; the word 
“physically” was removed in 1962. 
In 1988, the observation was 
extended to a month and its name 
changed to National Disability 
Employment Awareness Month.

Dorothea Dix

Disability Pride Parade
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2013 DiversityInc Top 50 companies that 

HAVE A PROGRAM TO RECRUIT  
PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 88%
OFFER  
TELECOMMUTING  100%
HAVE WEBSITES WITH IMAGES  
OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 92%
HAVE RESOURCE GROUPS  
FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 68%

2013 DiversityInc Top 10 Companies 
for People With Disabilities

1 Ernst & Young

2 Procter & Gamble 

3 IBM

4 KPMG

5 WellPoint

6 AT&T

7 Kaiser Permanente

8 Prudential Financial

9 Microsoft

10 Accenture

People ages 21 to 64 

WITH HEARING  
DISABILITIES WHO  
WERE EMPLOYED 59% 
WITH VISUAL  
DISABILITIES WHO  
WERE EMPLOYED 41% 
WITH A NON-SEVERE  
DISABILITY WHO  
WORK FULL TIME 48%  
WITH A SEVERE  
DISABILITY  
WHO WORK FULL TIME 16%
WITHOUT A  
DISABILITY WHO  
WORK FULL TIME 63% 
Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Census Bureau

Median monthly earnings for 
people ages 21 to 64 
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People ages 
16 and up 

in the labor 
force  

People ages 25 
and older with 
bachelor’s degree 
or higher

Number of people who have a disability

By Age

37.2  
MILLION

12.1% 
of the civilian noninstitutionalized  
population

or

People ages 25 
and older with less 
than a high-school 
degree

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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9 Things NOT to Say to  
People With Disabilities
By Stacy Straczynski

How do you go to the bathroom? What’s wrong with you?  
Can you still have children? You don’t look so bad.

What should you NOT say to people with disabilities?  
Get lessons from the experts.

“It is not so much about etiquette. … Words that speak to a person’s medical condition are 
not appropriate, and it is important to put the person first: a person with a disability versus a 
diabetic, quadriplegic, et cetera,” says Deborah Dagit, a disabilities expert and retired Vice 
President and Chief Diversity Officer of Merck & Co. (No. 12 in the DiversityInc Top 50), who 
was born with Osteogenesis imperfecta (brittle bone disease), is four feet tall and uses a 
wheelchair at work to enhance her mobility.

When all else fails, it’s OK to ask respectfully, says Dagit, who prefers to be called a “little 
person.” “I am proud to be associated with this community, but others who are diminutive 
may think this sounds too much like they are part of a daycare center,” she explains. 
“I am also not comfortable with being described as wheelchair-bound or confined: My 
wheelchair and motorized scooter are enabling tools in my life and I am neither tied into 
them nor unhappy about using them to be safer and more comfortable.”

You Said WHAT?! 
Culturally insensitive terms include “handicapped,” “retarded” and “slow,” and even 
“compliments” such as “but you look so good.”

Executives from the National Organization on Disability say the best advice is to use 
common sense: “If you wouldn’t say it to your boss, you shouldn’t say it to a person with 
a disability.”

We’ve compiled a list of real-life conversations that happened in the workplace to serve 
as examples of what not to say to people with visible and/or invisible disabilities.

1“How do you go to the bathroom?” 
“Yes, this still gets asked,” says Will 
Roberts, Program Manager at NOD, 

who uses a wheelchair. “Unfortunately, 
potty talk doesn’t end in elementary school. 
Anything to do with bodily functions is out 
of line, just as it would be with any other 
co-worker.”

2 “I don’t even think of you as a 
person with a disability.” 
Meg O’Connell, former Vice President 

of Corporate Programs at NOD, gets this 

comment a lot when she discloses 
that she has epilepsy. This is the 
equivalent of saying, “I don’t think of 
you as a Black person, or Asian, or 
Hispanic, or gay, or a woman,” says 
O’Connell. “This is a comment that 
really doesn’t add value.”

O’Connell advises that when 
someone is disclosing a disability, 
the best response is to ask if the 
person needs anything or to thank 
them for disclosing such personal 
information.

http://www.diversityinc.com/merck/
http://www.diversityinc.com/the-diversityinc-top-50-companies-for-diversity-2013/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0002540/
http://nod.org/
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3 “Can you still have children?” 
This is not an appropriate question 
to ask any co-worker. The National 

Organization on Disability says you can 
simply ask as you would any other co-
worker, “Are you married?” or, “Do you have 
children?”

4 “If the organization’s willing to hire 
someone who looks like you, it’s 
more caring than I thought. 

“Shortly after being hired for a visible 
leadership role in my company, I had 
several colleagues tell me this with tears in 
their eyes. What do you say to a comment 
like that?” asks Dagit. “‘Thank you’?”

5 “Tell me what he/she might 
want/need?” “My father-in-law 
had Parkinson’s disease, and this 

would happen a lot when we would be out 
to dinner: The waiter or waitress would 
invariably ask, ‘Do you know what he 
wants?’ We would usually just say, ‘Why 
don’t you ask him?’” says O’Connell.

Always speak directly to the person with 

a disability, and if there is something the 
person needs, he/she will let you know, 
O’Connell says.

6 ”Oh, I’m so sorry,” or, “It must be 
bad for you.” “Most people with 
disabilities have learned to live very 

well with their disability and do not need 
pity or sympathy,” says NOD Director of 
Research and Public Funding Kate Brady. 
“Offering your sympathy on what you believe 
to be a struggle or difficult for a person with 
a disability may not be—it may just be how 
they get things done.”

7“When will you get better and not 
have to use a wheelchair/cane, take 
medication, et cetera?” People tend 

to associate orthopedic equipment, tools 
and treatments as a limiting stigma of a 
person’s disability rather than a method of 
well-being and productivity. After one bad 
fall and subsequent medical leave, Dagit 
made the choice to start using a wheelchair 
or motorized scooter at work.

“On many occasions people expressed 

concern about my health and wondered 
when I would get better,” she says. “They 
associated using a wheelchair with not 
recovering, although I explained many 
times I am in excellent health and feeling 
better than I did before I got hurt—it helps 
me better manage my energy and prevent 
injuries.”

8 ”Wow, you can drive!” or, “How 
did you do that?” Expressing 
amazement and congratulations for 

achieving everyday tasks is not appropriate, 
explains Roberts. “People with disabilities 
have the same wants and needs as anyone 
else, and if they can, they will find a way to 
get what they need and are uncomfortable 
with praise,” he says.

9 “What, are you retarded?” 
Intellectual insults can be common 
workplace banter. However, using a 

slur to comment on someone’s abilities is 
offensive, not to mention insensitive, as 
one in five people have a disability. Think 
before you speak.

NEXT  
MONTH National American Indian Heritage Month

Pay It Forward: Inclusion at Work and Home
Additionally, Dagit notes that employees with children should pay their 
diversity training forward at home. “I usually choose to work from home on 
Take Your Child to Work Day. … It is exponentially more challenging when a 
colleague’s child makes an awkward comment and the parent reacts with 
horror,” she says.

Parents should let children ask questions about people who are different, 
but they should do so quietly—and they should never point or stare for a 
prolonged period. “The worst possible reaction is to punish the child,” Dagit 
says, “as they then associate people who are different with something bad 
that they cannot talk about.”

9 Things NOT to Say to People With Disabilities continued
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