Danuta Gorajewska Ph.D.
Academy of Special Education
Warsaw

On the Need and Opportunitiesfor Creating a Positive | mage of People with Disabilities

People with disabilities live all over the worldadir number is still growing due to the
changes connected with the development of civibpatin particular the ones which have a
negative influence on human health. It is assurhat geople with disabilities constitute the
largest minority in the world. In spite of the fabat we travelled the road from extermination
to integration, the contemporary world is still foendly for them. They have been pushed
into the background of social life for ages, and arvariably considered an unappealing
minority in comparison to the non-disabled majorifiaking into consideration the fact that
more and more people are experiencing or will bgedrncing disability, this phenomenon
ceases to be an individual issue. The rise of bgoiasciousness of disability is of primary
importance among the key actions in the battle rsfjadiscrimination of people with
disabilities. Also, we have been trying to find wdg disseminate this information effectively
among a wide range of audiences for years. Mesetireg challenge of imparting this
pedagogical culture and knowledge to the societyosan easy task. Even though social
awareness of the need to create a positive piatdréndividuals with disability has
undoubtedly risen, we are still looking for opparties to present their image in an honest
way. Understanding the needs and problems of peojtle disabilities, but also their
functional abilities constitutes an essential prelitton for meeting them, since the
uniqueness of human relationships is based onattledf indifference of man to others and
on his/her responsibility for othérs.e. the situation where individuals need eadteotind

are needed by each other
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On the need to create a positive image of people with disabilities

In Poland, initiatives aiming at the perceptiondidabled people’s needs have been
taken for years. The lack of practical implicatiomsd a guarantee that these actions are
carried out are usually their weakness. Socioldgiadies seem to confirm this fact. They
show that “social attitudes towards disabled pe@pke becoming more and more positive.
However, these positive attitudes are more ofterladed at the level of beliefs than at the
level of behaviors which are still full of rejecticand discrimination® Disabled people are
invariably attributed the following characteristicSweak, fearful, nervous, lonely,
withdrawing, lacking in self-confidence, unhappytiwiife, and poor.® All this contributes to
the fact that people with disabilities are stilrgaved as deserving compassion and needing

help, and not as partners in various enterprises.

The author's own research entitled “Actions pramgtintegration of non-disabled
and disabled people” (project no. BW 03/05-11 cadriout in the Academy of Special
Education) attempts to look at the normalizatiordisabled people’s life from the angle of
media announcements which aimed at familiarizireggbciety with the subject of disability.
In the academic year 2005-2006, 15 groups of 468esits from the Academy of Special
Education in Warsaw studying education and speclatation were included in the research
conducted with the use of a diagnostic survey. gitoeips were comprised of 138 full-time
students and 320 external students. The full-titndesits attended a course called “Media in
Education of People with Disabilities” or “Media fBpecial Education”, and the external
students attended a course called “Media in EdoicatDue to the nature of the paper, only

the conclusions arising from the answers are adlin the article.

People with intellectual disabilities are consetethe most discriminated group by the
respondents. At the same time, according to thaests, this group is the most difficult to
integrate. The grounds for these opinions inclieftllowing: “because people are afraid of
them”, “because they are different from us in tHeshavior”, “because they diverge from
social norms”, “because people do not tolerateirditwity in these people’s behavior”,

“people think they are fools”, “people may thinkeyhare not normal”, “because they live in a

different world”, “because people do not understtnd disability”, “because people do not
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know how to treat people with mental disabilitie4iecause people are afraid of interaction
with such people”, “they are considered retardétgcause it is more difficult to get to
them”, “because they are often the least indepdhdéihey are not able to decide for
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themselves”, “it is difficult to communicate witheém”, “because most often it is difficult to
get along with them”, “because they always nee@ropeople’s help, which is troublesome”,
“society thinks it is not possible to help them”thér answers to the question about a
discriminated community included respectively: deowith physical disabilities, socially

maladjusted individuals, people with hearing impesnts, people with visual impairments.

A great majority of the students stated that tiveye in direct contact with a disabled
person (they talked to him/her, they did a tasketogr, they helped him/her to solve a
problem). Most of the students mentioned the lddknowledge on how to behave (so as not
to hurt) as an obstacle to interactions with diedbbeople, and then: self-consciousness,
barriers in communication, fear, concern, and emasament. Barely a dozen respondents

think nothing can be an obstacle to interactiomnl, afew students cannot identify it.

According to the majority of the students takiragtpn the survey, media can become
an ally in the integration of non-disabled and blisd people, and in consequence, they can
also shape positive attitudes towards people wghhdlities. Moreover, these students think
that the ability of people with disabilities to nealise of media influences the creation of their
positive image in non-disabled people’s view, ahd ability to use media increases the

disabled individual's appeal as a work or fun comepa.

The majority of the respondents do not know anwucatonal programs which
introduce the world of people with disabilities.Ra&ning respondents claim that they know
such programs, however, they are not able to namwespecific titles. The majority of the
students think that sensitization to disabilityuss should start as early as possible

(e.g. in preschool).
On the opportunitiesto create a positive image of people with disabilities

The effectiveness of shaping positive attitudewards people with disabilities
depends on: creating an appropriate concept ofrsopewith disability, reinforcing his/her
image in an emotional positive way, making the gabfi the human being independent from
his/her biological competence, broadening the kedgté of disabled people’s abilities and

needs and ways to satisfy them as well as how twauee towards them, eliminating



unpleasant tensions, fears and concerns which @uis¢o the perception of body damage and
anticipation of difficulties in interactions withepple with disabilities, as well as shaping
general positive prosocial attitudes, toleranceau#ptance of othernéss

So how do we familiarize people with the subjectisability? Each message should
reflect not only the author’s views, but also teedl of his/her knowledge on the issue of
disability. They should present people with diséibs in a realistic way. Only expert and
honest information is able to include cognitive,otianal and motivating spheres which
influence attitude shaping. The subject of disabshould be introduced in a systematic and
repeatable way. In addition, the message’s auttignis increased when specific cases are
showrf. “In general, the programs’ effectiveness is g@eiftthey convey a specific message
to a specific audience, and they are not of geraratacter, and if they rather focus on the
desired behavior of the audience than on its deittowards disabled people in genefal.”

The messages which promote the accomplishmentisftask can be divided into
several types, including those which familiarize Hudience with disability, and those which

warn against risky behavior that may result in lolist.

The Poland-wide educational program introduced thg Ministry of National
Education and Sport and the Friends of Integrafiesociation called “Are We Really That
Different? Together in Our Scho8lis an example of the first type. A special edunsl
package called “Shallow Imagination Means Disapifitis an example of the second type.
A different, more detailed division can be madetlo@ basis of materials designed with the
intention of supporting pro-integration actions amoyounger students: programs which
make students aware of the need to build mutuallyable human relationships (“Together in
Our School”, “Shallow Imaginatiort¥), programs which sensitize students to the need to
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respect disabled people’s rights (“The ABC of Pagkin a Disabled Parking Space”,
“Professionally Able*!), and programs which warn against risky behavioas may result in
disability (“Shallow imagination”). The format oflahe above mentioned programs provides
children and teenagers with the opportunity toreanswers to questions about disability
which are not always easy ones while doing simpkkd. These materials are free and

available both in traditional and electronic formhich is their unquestionable merit.

Taking into consideration the fact that the apit discern other people’s needs and
the ability to make an effort to meet them shoutdshaped in children starting as early as
possible, the examples do not include social cagmsaiand programs addressed to an

adult audience.
Conclusion

Creating conditions thanks to which people witkattilities will be able to participate
fully in social life is a challenge and imperatigé the present day. Having in mind Maria
Grzegorzewska’'s words: “Beautiful words only bringrm if they are not backed up by
action, even if it is only an attempt”, it is wortih focus the actions disseminating the subject
of disability on the following postulates: everyosi@ould have knowledge of disability; it is
possible to familiarize people of different age hwthe subject of disability using various
methods; getting to know a person should be supgdiy heart and reason; people with
disabilities should be understood and acceptedabdiyy cannot be a reason for
discrimination; efficient mechanisms of opportungqualization should be created; disabled
people’s rights should be promoted and respectsdblkd people’s needs and rights should
be construed naturally; it is necessary to createe@vironment which will be safe and
comfortable for all its users; economic issues &howt be considered more important than
human rights; it is necessary to look for universaltions which facilitate human life; it is
necessary to break down the stereotypes concepeiogje with disabilities; it is necessary to
respect disabled peoples’ right to independences ihecessary to support people with
disabilities, and not to do everything for themisinecessary to abandon talking about people

in the context of their disability; it is necessdoypay attention to the language and style
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while talking about disability; it is necessary treat other people in such a way that one
would like to be treated himself/herdélf

The present article does not attempt to exhaessubject. It is only a comment in the
discussion on the need to popularize the knowledgeeds and functional abilities of people

with disabilities in the society.

12 D. Gorajewska, Fakty i mity o osobach z niepgimag/ngcia, Warszawa 2006, p. 107.
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