1.01 Defining Disability, Accessibility and Inclusion

Presenters – Joel, Michael, Bianca, Bryce, Andrew

Joel - Disability is just one part of human diversity. In Australia, one in five people have disability. That's over 4.5 million people. Disability can be thought of in lots of different ways. It's what happens when there are barriers to taking part in the way a person wants to live their life. Those barriers can be in the physical environment, the way systems and processes are designed, how things are communicated, or in the way people treat us. 

Michael - In the past, disability has been viewed through the medical model, which focuses on disability as something that needs to be fixed or healed. The challenge of taking part is seen to be caused by a person's impairment or disability. In contrast, the modern way to view disability is the social model of disability, which advocates that It's the environmental and attitudinal barriers that are a problem. It isn't a person's disability, that's a barrier to them taking part in an equitable way. 

Bianca - So by removing these barriers, a person's disability is not disabling in any way. As a wheelchair user, if I physically can't get into a building, it's the steps that are disabling for me, Not that I use a wheelchair. My disability impacts my mobility. For others, it may impact their senses, the way they learn things, or how they communicate. In many cases people may have more than one disability. Disability might be permanent or temporary, and may have a small or big impact on the way a person does things. You can be born with a disability or acquire disability over the course of your life. Remember, just because my disability is visible, because I use a wheelchair, the same level of consideration should be provided to someone with a non visible disability like intellectual disability, autism or post traumatic stress.

Bryce - People with disability have families, jobs, go on holidays, care about their health and contribute to our society in the same way that people without disability do. The only difference is that often people with disability come up against significant barriers while trying to do the things that many of us take for granted. 

Andrew - The great thing is you have the ability to recognise barriers. You can then remove the barriers and that makes things better for everyone. 

Michael - So what is accessibility? The easiest way to think about accessibility is the way things are designed to support people to get where they want to go,
get the information they need and use the things they need to use. Using complex language can make it hard for people with intellectual disability to understand, so why not use plain language? Stairs and heavy or narrow doors can make it hard for wheelchair users to access, so why not use ramps and automatic doors? These are just some of the examples of how thinking with the social model lens can make things more accessible for everyone. One of the biggest barriers to accessibility is other people's attitudes, beliefs, and bias about disability. 

Bianca - inclusion is not quite the same as accessibility. I can have access to the room, I can be in a room with you. But if I'm ignored or given limited opportunity to take part in decisions, talk and share my ideas, then I'm not included. I'm just a person in a room. Being able to be there does not necessarily make me feel like I belong. Inclusion is about being involved, actively taking part in whatever is happening. You can help by facilitating this involvement, however possible. I can feel included without accessibility, and there can be accessibility without inclusion, but really they go best together. 

Bryce - My experience of hospitals is that providing an inclusive environment benefits everyone, not just people with disability. Having inclusive hospitals can lead to less return visits from patients due to inaccessible experiences. Offering person centred, flexible and responsive interactions are skills that will be transferable to other clients too. Don't forget we are the experts on our disability. Ask us and we can tell you how to make things more accessible and inclusive.

