
ABLEISM
TOLL-FREE 866-296-9753

TOLL-FREE TDD 800-900-0706

The barriers and inequalities that people with disabilities face can be 
explained by ableism. Like other “isms”, such as racism and sexism, ableism 
is discrimination against people with disabilities. 

Ableism sees non-disabled people as “normal” and places the needs of able-
bodied people above the needs of people with disabilities.  

Ableism is seen in a lot of different ways within our society 

Sometimes ableism is obvious and sometimes it is more hidden. 

Ableism can be unintentional.

Individuals can show ableism by their actions or attitudes. Examples of 
individual ableism:

• Hate crimes against people with disabilities. 

• Using negative language or language with a history of oppressing people 
with disabilities (i.e. lame, retarded, dumb, crazy, and psycho). 

• Thinking that the needs of a person with disabilities are less important or 
unnecessary (i.e., refusing to serve or accommodate a disability).

• Ignoring disabled people’s ability to communicate or make their own 
decisions (i.e., looking at an interpreter instead of the deaf individual who 
is signing to you, pushing someone in their wheelchair without asking, 
directing questions to a parent or personal care attendant instead of the 
person with a disability).



• Institutions (including schools and workplaces) can also show ableism.  
Institutional ableism can be found in laws, policies, regulations, practices, 
and an institution’s social and cultural norms. We all interact with different 
institutions every day. 

Examples of institutional ableism:

• Physical barriers (i.e., buildings not have ramps and elevators, no 
interpreters available). 

• Students who learn in different ways are seen as less intelligent, simply 
because they are not good at taking tests. This does not mean they are 
less intelligent, but that we are only measuring their intelligence in limited, 
narrow-minded ways. 

• Employers being nervous to hire someone who uses a wheelchair because 
they’re worried about the cost of accommodating that person.

Adapted from CA. Youth Leadership Forum for Students with Disabilities Curriculum.
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