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Historical Oppression of Disabled People 
[Table] 

Belief Manifestation Treatment 
Possessed Danger to self and others Exploitation 

Immoral/Sinner Contagious Experimentation 

Defective Incapable of independence Sterilization 
  Institutionalization 

[End Table] 

 

Re/Framing Disability 
[Table] 

Prevalent Emerging 

Due to a physiological difference, diagnosis, 
injury or impairment, individual is at a deficit, 
must be cured or pitied. 

The environment disables people with 
impairments by its design. 

The individual is the problem. The environment is the problem. 
Disabled by impairment. Disabled by design. 

Access is individual – medical, charity, legal. Access is a right, not a special need. 
Dominant narrative Disability Studies 

[End Table] 

Language, media and design reflect and perpetuate ableism, impacts 
higher education. 

 “Disability” Language 
• disABILITY 

• Special needs 

• Differently-abled 

• Handicapable 

• Physically-challenged 

• Confined to a chair, wheelchair-bound 

• The disabled, the blind, the deaf,  

• Suffers from… 

• Person-first language 



Implications: Person-first and Identity-first Language 
 

Person-first: 

• I am a person with a disability. 

• Distances person from disability. 

• I am separate from what you think disability is. 
 
Identity-first: 

• I am a disabled person. 

• Reflects social model – disabled by environments, attitudes, etc. 

• Consistent with disability studies and many disabled activists and leaders. 
 

Media Representation - Helpless v Heroic 
Helpless 

• Fear 

• Angry 

• Jokes 

• Charity 

Heroic  
• Supercrip 

• Inspirational 

Overview 
History → Stereotypes & Biases → Microaggressions →Professional practice → (Repeats again 
at History) 

Social Justice - Key Terms 
• Social Justice:  a society that affords all groups full and equal participation, equitable 

distribution of resources, where members are safe; process and a goal 

• Privilege:  benefits bestowed upon someone based on membership/perceived 
membership in a dominant group, unearned  

• Power:  what these benefits yield  

• Oppression:  discrimination, bias, bigotry, lack of power or access, experienced by 
members of a subordinated group 

o Structural/Institutional versus Individual 

• Social construction:  collective behavior/ideas, created by and agreed upon by members 
of a certain culture 

• Ableism: a system that advantages non-disabled people 



3 Characteristics of Systems Organized Around Privilege 
• Dominated by… 

• Center around… 

• Identified with… 

What do we think we know? 
• Ster-e-o-type (N) A widely held, fixed, oversimplified image or idea of a particular type 

of person or thing. 

• Bi-as (N) Prejudice or tendency in favor of or against one thing, person or group 
compared with another, usually considered to be unfair, conscious or unconscious. 

Stereotypes: How does this show up for disability? 
Negative: 

• Disabled people are: 

• Tragic, pitiful 

• Scary 

• Lazy 

• Liars 

• Angry, chip on their shoulders 

“Positive”: 
• Disabled people are: 

• Inspirational  

• Heroic 

• Special 

• Resilient  

• Deserving of preferential treatment - help, attention 

Metaphor 
Descriptors – consistent, othering, subtle…? 

• She turned a blind eye… 

• It fell on deaf ears… 

• The economy was crippled with debt… 

• He’s a real stand-up guy… 

• She doesn’t have a leg to stand on. 

• Put your best foot forward. 

• You’d have to be crazy to… 

• I was paralyzed with fear… 

• He’s a lame duck candidate… 

• I can run circles around… 

• I’ve got a real blind spot… 

• She cut him off at the knees... 



Microaggressions 
Everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or insults, intentional or 
unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to disabled 
people based solely upon their group membership/disability status. 

• Subtle, stunning, automatic, “put downs”, dismissive looks, gestures, tones… 

• Consistent with ableist culture 

• So pervasive that they are often overlooked or dismissed as innocuous 

• Even well-intended 

• Up to the “victim” to define  
 
 
Death by a thousand cuts…Consider the cumulative impact of a lifetime of microaggressions. 

Disability Themes 
1. Denial of identity 
2. Avoidance 
3. Helpless/Secondary Gain 
4. Desexualization 
5. Denial of privacy 
6. Patronization/Infantilization 
7. Spread effect 
8. Second class citizen/Burden 

Examples of Ableist Microaggressions 
• Airport staff refer to Dr. Brown as “Wheelchair” as they invite Him to board a flight to 

his annual conference. 

• A sorority is soliciting “spare change to help the blind” to promote their philanthropy. 

• Julio tells Ana that he is having a hard time managing his depression during mid-terms.  
Ana responds by saying that It’s not a big deal and that he should try Some exercise. 

• Penelope is blind and the cashier the dining hall speaks to her very loudly. 

• George has delayed speech and his friend Margot often cuts him off to finish his 
sentences for him, even in class. 

• Faculty members dissuade disabled students from testing at DRC because students 
“must just be cheating over there.” 

Reflective questions: 
• How can understanding microaggressions help dismantle ableism? 

• How might our own practices perpetuate ableism? 
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