UNDERSTANDING
PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
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TYPES OF DISABILITIES
Different kinds of disabilities impair people in different ways. They
can range from severe to moderate to mild, and the disability can be
temporary or permanent. A person could be born with the
impairment or acquire it due to old age, an accident or illness.
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DISABILITY TERMINOLOGY
People with Disabilities are not defined by their impairments. We
should always ‘Put People First’ and say “person with a disability”
rather than “disabled person”. Use neutral instead of negative terms.
Phrases such as “suffers from” and “afflicted by” carry negative
connotations. In most cases, you could simply say that a person “has”
a certain disability.
Here are some examples:
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WHEELCHAIR HANDLING
Having the ability to move from one place to another plays an
important role in helping people with disabilities integrate into the
society. Many of them use wheelchairs to get around and perform
their activities of daily living.
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TYPES OF WHEELCHAIRS
In addition to manual wheelchairs, there are other different types of
wheelchairs. These are some examples:

Powered Wheelchair
Powered wheelchair is an option
for people who could not use
their arms or do not have the
upper body strength to selfpropel a manual wheelchair.
Powered wheelchairs run on
electricity and are propelled by a
motor and battery. They are
usually controlled by a handoperated joystick.
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Powered Scooter
Power scooters run on
electricity and are controlled by
a steering tiller.
Users need to be strong enough
to sit up and safely operate the
controls.

Sports Wheelchairs
Sports wheelchairs are designed
to have higher speeds and ease
of manoeuvre. The wheels have
angles (i.e. camber) for added
stability and the frame is
stronger to sustain rough
activities during sports.

Tennis Wheelchair

Racing Wheelchair

6

PUSHING SOMEONE IN A WHEELCHAIR
• Always ask the person if your help is needed before providing it.
• Before pushing the wheelchair,

ensure his/her feet are on the foot plate,

ensure that his/her arms are not dangling out of the
armrests,

ensure that the seat belt (if any) is fastened,

ensure that you unlock the brakes.
• Let the wheelchair user know you are setting off before you move.
• Do not push the wheelchair quickly.
• Do not stop suddenly as you may tip the user over.
• When turning at a sharp corner, reduce speed to avoid tipping
over.
• Always maintain at least ONE wheelchair’s distance away from
another person or wheelchair in front.
• Look ahead for obstacles, sudden changes in ground level and
other hazards.
• Lead forward when pushing someone up a ramp or slope.
• When going down a short or steep ramp, it is advisable to descend
in a backward manner to prevent the person in the wheelchair
from tipping out.
• Lock the brakes whenever the wheelchair is stationary.
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 When crossing drains with grills, move the wheelchair across the
grills diagonally to avoid the castor wheels from being caught in
the grills.
 When crossing small uncovered drains, step on the tipping lever
and move the wheelchair forward with the castor wheels
suspended over the drain. Lower the castor wheels down when
they clear the gap and move off.

INTERACTING WITH WHEELCHAIR USERS
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WALKING AIDS
For those who have difficulties getting around, these are some aids
which provide different level of support for balancing and bracing.

Walking
Cane

Quad
Cane

Crutches

Folding
Walker

A walking
cane helps
the user
with
balancing.

A quad
cane
offers
more
support
than a
walking
cane.

Crutches
are more
secure than
canes. They
let the users
use their
arms much
more to
help with
balancing.

A walker
provides more
stable support
than crutches.

Rollator

The rollator
has wheels
and hence
does not
require the
The walker is the user to
It goes on
picked up and lift it up to
the same
placed a short move it
side as the
distance
along.
stronger
It can
ahead of the
leg and
stand by
user. The user It usually
moves
itself
This is
then walks to comes with a
when the and not helpful for
it and repeats seat for short
weaker leg fall over. users who
the process.
rests and a
does.
can only
basket to
carry weight
carry things.
on one leg.
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WHITE CANE AND TACTILE PAVING
White Cane
A white cane is a mobility device
used by persons with vision
impairment to give them
information about their immediate
surroundings.
It is extended in front of the person
and swept from side to side in an
arc to warn the user of changing
terrain or objects, for example,
curbs, stairs and obstacles in front
of them.
The body of the cane is usually
covered with white paint or white
reflective tape to provide visibility
of the user.

Tactile Paving
Tactile paving is a system of textured
ground surface indicators used in
pedestrian environments to assist
white cane users in way-finding and
warning of hazards. For instance, a
trail from a train station platform to
the exit of the station or a row of
warning indicators along the
platform edge of a train station
indicating the platform drop.
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INTERACTING WITH PERSONS WHO HAVE VISION IMPAIRMENT (VI)

 When meeting a person who has vision impairment, always
identify yourself and others who may be with you.
 Let the person know when you are entering or leaving the room.
 Speak at a normal volume unless requested otherwise. Most
people with vision impairment have no particular problems with
hearing.
 When appropriate, offer to read written information: for e.g., you
can offer to look out for the person’s bus.
 If you need to alert a person with vision impairment to an
obstacle, be specific with directions – tell him/her to “stop” or
“mind the puddle on your left” instead of saying “look out”.

 If the person is using a cane, do not touch, move or grab the cane
without the person’s permission.
 If the person has a guide dog, do not pet or distract the dog
because it is a working animal trained to assist with its owner’s
safety.
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BEING A SIGHTED GUIDE
• Always ask the person if your help is needed before providing it.
 If your help is accepted, allow the person to take hold of your arm
above the elbow.

 Do not grab the person’s arm or try to direct him/her by pushing
or pulling.
 Stay one step ahead of the person you are guiding and walk at a
normal and comfortable pace.
 Always pause when you change directions, step up or step down.
 It is helpful to tell the person about the changes in the terrain, for
e.g., stairs, narrow spaces, lifts and escalators.
 Never leave the person unless you first inform them. If you have to
be separated briefly, be sure the person is in contact with a wall,
railing or some other stable object until you return.
 To guide the person to a seat, place the hand of your guiding arm
on the seat. The person you are guiding will find the seat by
following along your arm.

13

HEARING AIDS AND COCHLEAR IMPLANTS
A hearing aid is a small electronic device that is worn behind or in the
ear that amplifies sounds to improve the listening ability of a person
with hearing impairment.
A hearing aid has these basic components:
(a) a microphone that picks up sound,
(b) an amplifier that makes the sound louder,
(c) a miniature loudspeaker that delivers the amplified sound into
the ear, and
(d) batteries that power the electronic parts.
There are different types of hearing aids:
Behind-the-ear (BTE) Hearing Aids
BTE hearing aids consist of a hard plastic
case worn behind the ear and is
connected to a plastic ear mould that fits
inside the ear canal.

14

In-the-ear (ITE) Hearing Aids
ITE hearing aids fill most of the bowlshaped area of the outer ear.

Canal Hearing Aids
In-the-Canal (ITC) hearing aids fits
partially in the ear canal.
(ITC)

Completely-in-Canal (CIC) hearing aids is
nearly hidden in the ear canal.
They are smaller and less visible than ITE
hearing aids.

(CIC)
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Cochlear Implants
A cochlear implant is an electronic device
that can help to provide a sense of sound
to a person who is deaf or severely hard-ofhearing.
The implant consists of an external portion
that sits behind the ear and a second
portion that is surgically placed under the
skin.
Unlike hearing aids which make sounds
louder, so they may be detected by
damaged ears, cochlear implants bypass
damaged portions of the ear and directly
stimulate the auditory nerve. Signals
generated by the implant are sent through
the auditory nerve to the brain, which
recognises the signals as sounds.
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INTERACTING WITH PERSONS WHO HAVE HEARING IMPAIRMENT
(HI)
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INTERACTING WITH PERSONS WHO HAVE LEARNING DISABILITIES
(LD)
Learning disabilities affect the brain's ability to receive, process,
store, respond to and communicate information. Examples of
learning disabilities include:

When communicating with a person with learning disabilities:
 Ask the person how you can best relay information.
 Go with them, if the person wants to take you to show you
something.
 Observe the person’s gestures and facial expressions.
 Writing down or drawing can help in communicating.
 Using real objects, photos and pictures to aid explaining.
 Take your time; do not rush your communication.
 Let the person know that you have understood what they said.
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INTERACTING WITH PERSONS WHO HAVE DEVELOPMENTAL
DISABILITIES (DD)
Developmental disabilities are a group of conditions due to an
impairment in physical, learning, language, or behavioral areas. Types
of developmental disabilities include:
•
•
•
•
•

Attention-Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
Down Syndrome
Autism Spectrum Disorders
Epilepsy
Cerebral Palsy

Here are some pointers to help communicate more effectively with a
person with developmental disabilities:
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INTERACTING WITH PERSONS WHO HAVE INTELLECTUAL
DISABILITIES (ID)
Persons with intellectual disabilities have limitations in intellectual
functioning like reasoning, learning, problem solving and in skills such
as communicating, taking care of oneself, and social skills.
When communicating with a person with intellectual disability:
 Use their name and make eye contact.
 Start by assuming the person can understand you, then adjust
your level of communication according to their responses.
 Ask the person how they would like to communicate if they do not
use speech. This could include using communication aids or
devices, gestures or facial expressions.
 Use a respectful tone and do not raise your voice.
 Use simple words as well as short and uncomplicated sentences.
 Do not talk down to the person. If the person is an adult, do not
speak as though they are a child.
 Use visual information such as pictures, diagrams, signs, objects or
gestures to improve understanding.
 Do not rush. Allow the person the time to listen, process your
words and respond.
 Check if they understood what you have said by asking them to
rephrase in their own words.
 If you think you have not been understood, try repeating your
message more slowly or using different words.
 Be honest, do not pretend to understand if you do not, and ask the
person to repeat the information or show you what they meant.
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UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH
DISABILITIES (UNCRPD)
The UNCRPD comprises 50 articles that outline areas to promote,
protect and ensure the full enjoyment of human rights and
fundamental freedoms including health, physical environment,
education and employment by all persons with disabilities, and to
promote respect for their inherent dignity.
Singapore signed the UNCRPD on 30 November 2012. The
Convention was ratified in July 2013 and came into effect in August
2013.
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About SPD
SPD, formerly known as Society for the Physically Disabled, is a
voluntary welfare organisation that promotes the interest, welfare
and advancement of people with disabilities to develop their
potential to the fullest. Through programmes and services that
encompass rehabilitation, vocational skills and IT training,
assessment and consultation in assistive technology, early
intervention, day care, and employment, educational and social
support, we seek to enable people with disabilities to be self-reliant
and independent. We also coordinate advocacy and outreach efforts
to bring about greater awareness of the needs of people with
disabilities.
For more information, please visit www.spd.org.sg.
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