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A brief History: People with Disabilities 

Ableism is the discrimination of and social prejudice against people with disabilities based on the belief 
that typical abilities are superior. At its heart, ableism is rooted in the assumption that disabled people 
require ‘fixing’ and defines people by their disability. Like racism and sexism, ableism classifies entire 
groups of people as ‘less than,’ and includes harmful stereotypes, misconceptions, and generalizations of 
people with disabilities.

Examples: 

• Lack of compliance with disability rights laws like the ADA

• Refusing to provide reasonable accommodations

• Failing to incorporate accessibility into building design plans

• Buildings without braille on signs, elevator buttons, etc.

How to advert ablism 

• Listen to people when they request an accommodation

• Don’t assume you know what someone needs

• Learn more about being a good disability ally

• Make sure people with disabilities are at the table when decisions are being made

3

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_b7k6pEnyQ4
https://simmons.libguides.com/anti-oppression/anti-ableism#Allies
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A brief History: 
Disability Rights 
Movement
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Disability Rights Movement: The Road to Equal Access and 
Equal Treatment

• By the 1960s, the civil rights movement began to take shape, and disability 
advocates saw the opportunity to join forces alongside other minority groups 
to demand equal access and equal opportunity for people with disabilities.  
Following  a similar pattern to many other civil rights movements—
challenging negative attitudes and stereotypes, rallying for political and 
institutional change, and lobbying for the self-determination of a minority 
community.

• Disability rights activists mobilized on the local level demanding national 
initiatives to address the physical and social barriers facing the disability 
community. Parent advocates were at the forefront, demanding that their 
children be taken out of institutions, and placed into schools where their 
children could have the opportunity to engage in society just like children 
who were not disabled
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Disability Rights Movement: The Road to Equal Access 
and Equal Treatment

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973

• In the 1970s, disability rights activists lobbied Congress and marched on Washington to 
include civil rights language for people with disabilities into the 1972 Rehabilitation Act. 
In 1973, the Rehabilitation Act was passed, and for the first time in history, civil rights of 
people with disabilities were protected by law.

• The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504) provided equal opportunity for 
employment within the federal government and in federally funded programs, 
prohibiting discrimination on the basis of either physical or mental disability

7



The passage of The ADA The Road to Equal Access and 
Equal Treatment

Capitol Crawl Protest
On March 12, 1990 disability rights activists arrive at the U.S. Capitol and 
demand the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Over 1,000 
protesters from 30 states to protest the delay in passing the Act. After a day of 
rallies and speeches, over 60 activists abandoned their wheelchairs and mobility 
devices and began crawling the 83 stone steps up to the U.S. Capitol Building. 
Protestors chant "What do we want?" "ADA!" "When do we want it?" "NOW!" 
Other activists remained at the bottom encouraging the crawlers. "I want my civil 
rights.

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is signed into law.
President George H.W. Bush signs landmark legislation prohibiting the 
discrimination of people with disabilities in all areas of public life including jobs, 
schools, transportation, and all public and private places that are open to the 
general public. 
•
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The passage of The ADA The Road 
to Equal Access and Equal 
Treatment
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Five area (Titles included)

• Title 1 – employment access 

• Prohibits disability discrimination in all employment processes
• Title 2.  Accessibility in public entities
• Physical and program accessibility in state/local govt. entities 
• Title 3.  Accessibility in businesses
• Physical and program accessibility in restaurants, hotels, stores, places of 
business
• Title 4. Telecommunications 
• Accessibility of telephone and communications systems for the public
• Title 5.  Miscellaneous 
• Protection from retaliation
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ADA Summary

Cannot discriminate against a qualified individual 
with a disability in:

Services, procedures, goods, and programs 
Employment process (application, hire, promotion, 

dismissal)
Government services carried out by contractors
Activities of State and local judicial branches
Public Transportation
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Responsibilities in Brief

• Must modify policies, practices, and procedures to avoid 
discriminating against or excluding people with disabilities UNLESS to 
do so would cause a fundamental alteration

• Must look at the accessibility of programs, services, and activities as 
a whole

• Not required to remove barriers from each existing facility; but still 
must ensure access to the benefits and services of a program or 
activity 
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Why Continue to ensure access for people 
with disabilities

• In many countries, it’s the law. Fifty-five 
countries  have either passed specific laws 
concerning the rights of people with disabilities, 
Since 2000, more than 1countries 80 have passed 
legislation inspired by the ADA.

• It makes good business and economic sense. For 
commercial operations of any kind, accessibility 
means that people with disabilities can become 
customers, increasing sales volume and 
profits. Furthermore, if a firm is a good place for 
customers with disabilities to do business, their 
reputation will be affected positively.
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https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2015/07/24/425607389/how-a-law-to-protect-disabled-americans-became-imitated-around-the-world
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2015/07/24/425607389/how-a-law-to-protect-disabled-americans-became-imitated-around-the-world


Why Continue to ensure access for people 
with disabilities

• We are building a more accessible world by ensuring that buildings, 
schools, and public spaces were equipped with ramps, elevators, 
and curb cuts. It made travel easier by requiring operators to make 
accommodations, such as offering wheelchair lifts, airport shuttle 
service, and rental cars with hand controls. It also led to the rise of 
interpreters and closed captioning in public communications.

• People with disabilities add diversity to the community, and that 
diversity enriches the community. If they can integrate into 
the community, they will have the opportunity to make more friends 
and more people will have the opportunity to know them.
• Access for people with disabilities improves access for 

everyone. Making public spaces and facilities physically 
accessible for people with disabilities also makes them more 
accessible for people who may not have disabilities, including 
families with baby strollers, skateboarders, and bicycle riders. 
Making ramps a built-in feature of the environment benefits 
everyone.
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https://www.ada.gov/30th_anniversary/access_1990-2005.html


Ways to ensure access for people with 
disabilities

• DEMAND ENFORCEMENT
Where there are laws, they must be enforced in order to have any 
effect. In the United States, the law essentially covers what is required 
for accessibility, but it’s not always enforced. First of all, there are no 
ADA inspectors who make random visits to see whether facilities are 
accessible, although some state agencies may do that for entities they 
fund or oversee. Thus, in most cases, ADA standards aren’t brought 
into play until someone challenges a business, agency, or institution in 
the courts.
Each state, most entities have an ADA Coordinator. That person is 
usually the place to start with a complaint or a demand for 
enforcement. If you get no satisfaction, go to the next level.
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http://ctb.ku.edu/en/community-tool-box-toc/organizing-effective-advocacy/chapter-33-conducting-direct-action-campaign-19


Ways to ensure access for people with 
disabilities

• Work with other advocates and organizations to ensure 
opportunities for people disabilities

• WORK WITH LEGISLATORS TO PASS LAWS THAT GUARANTEE 
EQUALITY OF ACCESS AND OPPORTUNITY TO PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES

• WORK WITH ARCHITECTS, DEVELOPERS, BUILDING INSPECTORS, 
EMPLOYERS, EDUCATORS, AND  MAJOR ENTITIES, ETC. TO MAKE 
THEM AWARE OF THE CONCERNS AND NEEDS OF PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES

• ENLIST THE MEDIA TO HELP CHANGE ATTITUDES AND 
EXPECTATION

• CALL ATTENTION TO LACK OF ACCESS WHETHER YOU HAVE A 
DISABILITY OR NOT

• KEEP AT IT INDEFINITELY –ADVOCACY NEVER STOPS AND WE MUST CONTINUE TO 
FIGHT FOR ACCESSIBLE, INTEGRATES COMMUNITIES AND LIVES!
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An inclusive 
society for people 
with disabilities

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.flickr.com/photos/peigov/43580580545
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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