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1. Listen attentively when you're talking with a person who has difficulty speaking. Be patient and wait for 

the person to finish, rather than correcting or speaking for the person. Never pretend to understand if you 

are having difficulty doing so. Instead, tell the person that you are having difficulty and ask them to 

repeat. 

2. When introduced to a person with a disability, it is appropriate to offer to shake hands. (People with 

limited hand use or who wear an artificial limb can usually shake hands, too. Shaking hands with the left 

hand is an acceptable greeting.) If you are unsure, it’s okay to ask. 

3. When talking with a person with a disability, speak directly to and face that person, rather than their 

companion or sign language interpreter.  

4. If you would like to offer assistance, ask first and wait until the offer is accepted. Then listen to or ask for 

instructions.  

5. When walking with someone, offer your arm as a guide, do not grab the person’s arm to steer them. 

Always ask first and wait for a response before pushing or moving someone’s wheelchair.  

6. When talking with or about a person with a disability, always emphasize the person first. Avoid using 

“handicapped” or “physically challenged.” Instead, use “person with a disability.”  

7. Avoid negative or disempowering words and phrases. Instead of saying, “She is confined to a 

wheelchair,” say, “She uses a wheelchair.” 

8. Leaning on or hanging on to a person's wheelchair is similar to leaning on hanging on to a person’s body 

and is generally considered annoying. The chair is part of the personal body space of the person who uses 

it. Do not ask a person in a wheelchair to hold items on their lap for you. 

9. To get the attention of a person who is deaf, tap the person on the shoulder or wave your hand. Look 

directly at the person and speak clearly and expressively to determine if the person can read your lips. 

Not all people who are deaf can read lips. 

10. Don't be embarrassed if you happen to use accepted, common expressions such as "See you later," or 

"Did you hear about that?" that seem to relate to a person's disability. Persons with disabilities use these 

expressions, too! 

 

Most importantly – relax! Don't be afraid to ask questions when you're unsure of what to do. 

 

For more tips or questions about Alliance Cultural & Linguistic Services, please contact  

Lynn Meier, Senior Health Educator, at lmeier@ccah-alliance.org or (831) 430-5570.  

Cultural Crossroads 
Tips and Resources to Help You Communicate Better with Alliance Members 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Communicating with Persons with Disabilities 
 

This list was adapted from several sources, including 

United Cerebral Palsy, Office of Disability Employment 

Policy, and United Spinal Association. 
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