
WWhhyy  aarree  tthhee  DDiissaabbiilliittyy  RRiigghhttss  
IImmppoorrttaanntt??  

 People with disabilities represent the 
largest minority group in the U.S. 

 Our aging ‘baby boomer’ population 
will increase the prevalence of 
persons with disabilities. 

 Disability rights laws help remove 
barriers to participation. 

 It is inexpensive and easy to 
guarantee compliance with the Laws.  

 
People with disabilities are already in the 
workplace, being educated and trained, 
and using products and services. These 
legal rights are critical to ensure equality. 
  

KKnnooww  YYoouurr  RRiigghhttss  

Being knowledgeable about these 
rights under law is essential. When in 
need of protection, one is not asking 
for a favor, but for a legal right that is 
guaranteed by the federal government.  

To advocate for yourself and to deal 
with the inevitable roadblocks you will 
face, you should understand what kind 
of disability you have so that you can 
explain it to others. What deficits do 
you have? What barriers are caused by 
the effects of your disability? What 
strategies will work for you?  

Remember that disability rights laws 
were enacted to help protect disabled 
Americans from discrimination and 
ensure that they enjoy the same rights 
and liberties as those who are non-
disabled. 

 
 
 

““PPeeooppllee  wwiitthh  ddiissaabbiilliittiieess  ssiimmppllyy  wwaanntt  
wwhhaatt  aallll  ppeeooppllee  wwaanntt  ––  tthhee  ddiiggnniittyy,,  
vvaalluuee  aanndd  wwoorrtthh  wwhhiicchh  ccoommeess  ffrroomm  

hhoollddiinngg  aa  jjoobb..  
Ginny Thornburg 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  ““FFrreeeeddoomm  ddooeessnn''tt  ccoommee  wwiitthh  aa  ppiieeccee  
ooff  ppaappeerr..  AA  ppiieeccee  ooff  ppaappeerr  ddooeessnn''tt  

eenndd  aa  lloonngg  hhiissttoorryy  ooff  iinntteennttiioonnaall  aanndd  
ppuurrppoosseeffuull  ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn..  IIggnnoorraannccee  

iiss  oouurr  ggrreeaatteesstt  eenneemmyy  ......eexxcclluuddiinngg  
ssoommeeoonnee  ffrroomm  ssoocciieettyy  ssiimmppllyy  

bbeeccaauussee  ooff  ddiissaabbiilliittyy  iiss  wwrroonngg..””  
President Bill Clinton 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  ““IInnjjuussttiiccee  aannyywwhheerree  iiss  aa  tthhrreeaatt  ttoo  
jjuussttiiccee  eevveerryywwhheerree..””  

Martin Luther King Jr. 
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LLeeggaall  RRiigghhttss  ffoorr  SSttuuddeennttss  
wwiitthh  DDiissaabbiilliittiieess  

“NNoo  oonnee  iinn  AAmmeerriiccaa  sshhoouulldd  bbee  ffoorrcceedd  
ttoo  llooookk  oovveerr  tthheeiirr  sshhoouullddeerr  bbeeccaauussee  ooff  
wwhhoo  tthheeyy  aarree,,  oorr  bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  lliivvee  wwiitthh  

aa  ddiissaabbiilliittyy.”  
President Barack Obama  

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  

Are you a person with a diagnosed 
disability – or do you have a family 
member, friend, or colleague who might 
have a disability? If so, this information 
will be helpful to you.  

The United States government has 
passed civil rights legislation that 
protects qualified people with 
disabilities and guarantees they not be 
discriminated against. Students with 
disabilities should be aware of these 
laws and the protections they provide. 

WWhhyy  DDoo  WWee  NNeeeedd  FFeeddeerraall  
DDiissaabbiilliittyy  LLaawwss??    
 
Approximately 54 million Americans have 
one or more physical or mental 
disabilities. In the not too distant past, 
people with disabilities were isolated, 
shunned, and segregated. These people 
were discriminated against on the basis 
of their disability and had no legal way to 
protect them. 
 
In 1973, in order to protect the civil rights 
of people with disabilities as a group, 
federal disability laws first began.  



SSeeccttiioonn  550044  ooff  tthhee  RReehhaabbiilliittaattiioonn  
AAcctt  ooff  11997733  

The Rehabilitation Act was the first civil 
rights law passed to prohibit 
discrimination on the basis of disability 
in programs and activities, both public 
and private. Section 504 of that Act says:  

““……nnoo  qquuaalliiffiieedd  iinnddiivviidduuaall  wwiitthh  aa  
ddiissaabbiilliittyy  iinn  tthhee  UU..SS..  sshhaallll  bbee  eexxcclluuddeedd  

ffrroomm,,  ddeenniieedd  tthhee  bbeenneeffiittss  ooff,,  oorr  bbee  
ssuubbjjeecctteedd  ttoo  ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn  uunnddeerr  aannyy  
pprrooggrraamm  oorr  aaccttiivviittyy  tthhaatt  eeiitthheerr  rreecceeiivveess  

FFeeddeerraall  ffiinnaanncciiaall  aassssiissttaannccee  oorr  iiss  
ccoonndduucctteedd  bbyy  aannyy  EExxeeccuuttiivvee  aaggeennccyy  oorr  

tthhee  UUnniitteedd  SSttaatteess  PPoossttaall  SSeerrvviiccee””  

WWhhoo  iiss  PPrrootteecctteedd  UUnnddeerr  LLaaww??  

Persons are protected by law that (1) have 
a physical or mental impairment that 
substantially limits one or more major life 
activities, (2) have a record of such 
impairment or (3) are regarded as having 
such impairment.  

Major life activities are those essential 
daily tasks that include walking, seeing, 
hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, 
working, caring for oneself, and 
performing manual tasks.  

Discrimination would include intentional 
exclusion, architectural or 
communication barriers, exclusionary 
qualification standards and criteria that 
cause lesser services to be received. 

““......eeqquuaall  jjuussttiiccee  uunnddeerr  tthhee  llaaww  iiss  nnoott  aa  
pprriivviilleeggee  ——  bbuutt  aa  ffuunnddaammeennttaall bbiirrtthhrriigghhtt 
iinn  AAmmeerriiccaa..””  Sen. Edward M. Kennedy 

AAmmeerriiccaannss  wwiitthh  DDiissaabbiilliittiieess  AAcctt  ((AADDAA))  

ADA was originally passed in 1990 and 
then amended in 2008 (ADAAA). It is 
another civil rights law that prohibits 
discrimination solely on the basis of 
disability in employment, public services, 
commercial facilities, transportation, and 
telecommunications. 

Diagnosis of an impairment does not 
necessarily mean there is a disability. 
The person must also be qualified for the 
program, service, or job. The person 
must meet the academic and technical 
standards required for admission or 
participation. 

““EEiigghhtteeeenn  yyeeaarrss  aaggoo,,  eennaaccttiinngg  tthhee  
AAmmeerriiccaannss  wwiitthh  DDiissaabbiilliittiieess  AAcctt  wwaass  aa  

hhiissttoorriicc  mmiilleessttoonnee  ffoorr  mmiilllliioonnss  ooff  
AAmmeerriiccaannss  wwhheenn  iitt  wwaass  ssiiggnneedd  iinnttoo  llaaww..  

IItt  ggaavvee  AAmmeerriiccaannss  wwiitthh  ddiissaabbiilliittiieess  
bbeetttteerr  aacccceessss,,  mmoorree  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess,,  aanndd  

iinnccrreeaasseedd  iinnddeeppeennddeennccee..””  
President Barack Obama 

  

For more information, there is an 
excellent free resource entitled Disability 
Rights Laws that can be found at 
http://www.ada.gov/cguide.htm or 
ordered by telephone at (800) 514-0301. 

RReeaassoonnaabbllee  AAccccoommmmooddaattiioonnss  

As a person with disabilities, you are 
entitled to receive certain 
accommodations that would give you 
access to level the playing field 
between a person with – and another 
one without a disability. 

Disability rights laws require that 
modifications or adjustments be 
provided to “qualified” persons with 
disabilities in education, on a job, or in a 
work environment. These reasonable 
accommodations guarantee that an 
individual with a disability will enjoy an 
equal opportunity and equal access.  
 

SSoommee  EExxaammpplleess  ooff  AAccccoommmmooddaattiioonnss  

 Note takers and/or classes audiotaped 
 Large print text 
 Extra exam time, alternative testing 

arrangements 
 Visual, auditory, and tactile 

demonstrations incorporated into 
classroom instruction 

 Computer with voice output, spell 
and grammar checking  

 

WWhhaatt  iiss  NNoott  CCoonnssiiddeerreedd  aa  
RReeaassoonnaabbllee  AAccccoommmmooddaattiioonn??  

Despite the law, the employer should not 
undergo “undue hardship or economic 
burden.” Examples of that would include: 
 
 Accommodations that require 

fundamental alteration in the nature 
of the program, service, or activity 

 Requested accommodations that 
could be effectively provided at a 
lower cost 

  

  ““TThhiiss  vviittaall  lleeggiissllaattiioonn  wwiillll  ooppeenn  tthhee  
ddoooorr  ttoo  ffuullll  ppaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  bbyy  ppeeooppllee  wwiitthh  

ddiissaabbiilliittiieess  iinn  oouurr  nneeiigghhbboorrhhooooddss,,  
wwoorrkkppllaacceess,,  eeccoonnoommyy,,  aanndd  oouurr  

AAmmeerriiccaann  DDrreeaamm..””    
Senator Tom Harkin  

http://www.ada.gov/cguide.htm

