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1-2 Sentence Summary: Self-identifying adults with accessibility needs are invited to participate in IRB-approved dissertation research to evaluate American English accessibility-related descriptors.  Informed consent and alternative formats provided.

Title of Paper: Accessibility Research by and for People with Accessibility Needs (2005)


An individual with accessibility needs, the presenter cordially invites fellow self-identifying adult members of the class attending CSUN 2006 to participate in Institutional Review Board [IRB]-approved dissertation research. Alternative formats are provided. The research explores the preferences and perceptions of people with accessibility needs concerning American English accessibility-related descriptors, particularly in terms of the positively or negatively defined quality of the terminology. Upon informed consent, participants are requested to rate lists of both researcher and self-selected accessibility-related descriptors, and to contribute model attitudinal survey instrument items that reflect member-of-the-class descriptor preferences.  By examining how language shapes perceptions, attitudes, and outcomes, this study seeks to promote the self-empowerment of people with accessibility needs to define the terms of our own reality, culture, and discourse. 


This evaluative investigation into class descriptors by and for members of the class is especially timely and crucial. 

· The medium of language fulfills the human desire “to communicate, to understand, to put ourselves in some mutual, reciprocal form of contact with one another… In our society, representation matters” (Bérubé, 1996, 248, 260). 

· “[L]anguage is a primary means of communicating attitudes, thoughts, and feelings” (Blaska, 1993, 27, quoting Froschl, et al., 1984, 20). 

· The power of naming is cross-cultural phenomenon (Miller, 1927). 

· Language and discourse have crucial roles in shaping reality (Bond, 2005) and the course of human survival (Hayakawa, 1964, 328).



The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (FEMA, 2005) is just one example of the degree to which language and discourse, or the lack thereof, have had a major impact on the reality and survival of people with accessibility needs. Despite being a large minority of communities’ citizenry (NCD, 2005b-2005c), members of the class literally “were overlooked or swept aside,” absent from even reference in emergency preparedness policies (NCD, 2005a). 


Members of the class indeed are invisible, not only in emergency preparedness, but also in institutional (Schmetzke, 2005) and corporate policies (Head, 2005). Not only is the class “over 40 million invisible Americans, out of sight, out of mind” (to quote writer/performer Cheryl Marie Wade in Mitchell & Snyder, 1996); the class also is out of cite, out of mind.



Perhaps society’s obliviousness to a reality so obvious to the people who live the experience and to fellow accessibility advocates may be attributed to stigma and fear of the unknown (Coleman, 1997). Representation of that fear seems characteristic of the often negative, demeaning terminology that commonly describes people with accessibility needs and their lives. These descriptors have been demonstrated to influence not only society’s perceptions of the class, but also class members’ self-perceptions (Gouvier, et al., 2000, 187-188).  


The art of social re-labeling, practiced widely today as social marketing (Andreasen, 1995; McKenzie, Neiger, & Smeltzer, 2005; Novelli, 1990), helps to change perceptions, attitudes, and social acceptability. Disparaging terms such as “asylum” seem more respectable if re-labeled “mental hospital.” By definition, “exceptional children” denotes both children who are “superior, gifted” and children who “form an exception,” 

“are rare, incapacitated” (Rosenberg, 1979, p. 29-30). Exemplary terms change over time (Yuker, 1988, p. xiii). 21st century “wars” have become “theaters of operation” (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2005). 


Language is power. 


“Change the language, change the perception” (Perlow, 2005) may be a key to creating awareness about people with accessibility needs and accessibility concerns, as ubiquitous as this awareness needs to become.  For, thanks to global aging (WHO, 2005a, 2005b), war and terrorism (Gawande, 2004; ICDRI, 2005), as well as continuing natural disasters (FEMA, 2005-),  people with accessibility needs increasingly are family members, neighbors, us, everyone.


As other civil rights movements have successfully accomplished in the past (Gallaudet University, 1988; Martin, 1991; Zola, 1993, 15), defining one’s own existence and identity, is an empowering personal, as well as political, experience. CSUN 2006 attendees are invited to participate in this experience via this Accessibility Research by and for People with Accessibility Needs.
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