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Introduction

According to Population Bulletin (citing the U.S. Department of Commerce), virtually 50 million Americans have a disability.  That figure dictates that one of every five people, ages 5 and older, have a disability.  That data is supported by the illustration in Figure 1 below, which is provided by the U.S. Census Bureau.  
As alarming as this statistic seems, the numbers are expected to grow drastically during the next 25 years because the baby-boomer generation will enter ages where debilitating injuries and illnesses are more prevalent.  (Population Bulletin).[image: image1.jpg]Poverty and literacy
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  Still worse, as illustrated in Figure 1, is the percentage of disabled people in poverty, as compared to those of non poverty status.  The data indicates the people of poverty suffer nearly twice as much as their non-poverty counterparts at the ages of five to fifteen.  The gap narrows from the ages of sixteen to twenty and then, again, almost doubles from ages 21 to 64.  While the disability gap between poverty and nonpoverty people tapers off at 16% at ages 65+, the grave idea that stands out is how the numbers consistently progress over the course of a life time.  The data would indicate that by the time a person is 65 years old, we have a 50/50 chance of being disabled.  With numbers this high, my question is, if this is the minority, where is the majority?
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If a person were considering attacking the vast effects of disabilities in the United States, he would do well to analyze the data established in Figure 1 to realize that poverty can be associated with disabilities.  Therefore, an attack on poverty might be warranted.  To attack poverty, as shown in Figure 2, according to the information demonstrated in Figure 3, the wise soldier would attack illiteracy.
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Figures 4 through 6 demonstrate a correlation between age and disability.  Studying the figures, it becomes obvious that as population grows older, disabilities rise.   
Attitudes toward People With Disabilities

This paper is about confronting my own unsubstantiated attitudes, as well at those expressed in the United States and the world, regarding people with disabilities.  While immersed in the research of this paper, I was amazed at my own apparent bigotry regarding people with disabilities.  In the past I have made it a personally practice to never unfairly discriminate against people; living my life as a sort of civil rights guru.  But somehow this group, which, according to Bryan (pg. ___) is the largest minority group in America, has slipped through my radar.  At best, my attitude was indifference toward their plight.
Because I have personally maintained and perpetuated a distorted and dangerous worldview regarding this subject and the people, I hereby repent from my sinful ways and commit to paper that I will, from this day forward, behave with awareness regarding my treatment and indifference towards people with disabilities.

Defining the Term “Disability”

When delving into the subject of disabilities, it become obvious immediately that a working definition for the phrase is elusive at best.  There is a whole succession of court cases on all levels of the United States judicial system whose sole purpose is to standardize usage of the phrase.  

The reason effectively describing the phrase is so important is because on July 26th, 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed into law the Americans with Disabilities Act. The Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in a variety of domains including employment, transportation, and public accommodation.

The Americans with Disabilities Act is quite broad and intended “to reach all forms of discrimination, whether flagrantly intentional, purely innocent, or unintentionally based on erroneous stereotypes about people’s capabilities” (Across The Board).  Lawful employment under the Americans with Disabilities Act requires employers, employment agencies, labor organizations, and joint labor-management committees to have nondiscriminatory application procedures, qualification standards, and selection criteria, and they must make reasonable accommodation to the known limitations of a qualified applicant or employee unless to do so would cause an undue hardship (Across The Board).
The Americans with Disabilities Act defines disability as a physical or mental impairment substantially limiting one or more major life activities.  The Americans with Disabilities Act further states that an individual must have a record of such impairment or be regarded as having such an impairment. In terms of employment, the law defines a “qualified individual with a disability” as a person with a disability who can perform the essential functions of the job with or without reasonable accommodation.  

This general definition generates obstructions for employers whose main concern is increased productivity. Employers eager to address employee problems, such as drug abuse and obesity, without invading the employee’s privacy or violating Americans with Disabilities Act discrimination statutes must walk vigilantly.  Employers feel there exists a certain dichotomy for employers concerning disabled people, as with other minorities.  Speaking from personal experience, I believe that while employers may not mind hiring disabled people, they feel that they run the risk of being “stuck” with someone dysfunctional in their ranks because once you have hired a disabled person, you must act very carefully when it comes to terminating the employment of such employees.  While policy guidelines exist for managing these sensitive problems, “gut-level decisions” such as dismissal should be based upon an employee’s performance, not his disability.  In this way, the American’s with Disabilities Act could theoretically work to deter employment of disabled people.
Nagi’s Functional Limitation Model

The importance of the social context of disability was made explicit by Dr. Saad Nagi, et al.  His model, shown below, depicts disability as a four-stage process: 
First, pathology, or compromised organ function due to chronic or acute conditions or injury.

Second, impairment, or the loss of system function;
Third, functional limitation, defined as limitations in physical or mental actions due to the loss in system function.

Fourth, disability, or the inability to carry out socially defined roles or activities. 
In Nagi’s model, disability exists if the functional loss is enough to restrict an individual from performance of a socially defined role.
What is important here is that Nagi described disability in terms of its impact on
the individual rather than the impact on the family, community or society.
Attitudes
Throughout the history of the world, people with disabilities have been unfairly associated with sin, monsters and everything in between.  Because of the enactment of The Americans with Disabilities Act in the United States, much has of the former discrimination has began to change. Perhaps, only by looking at other parts of the world can we see exactly to what extent the enforcement of this act has affected the United States’ treatment of the minority.
Denise Gamino reports in an extraordinary article that compares current treatment of people with disabilities in the United States with that of similar people Japan.  Gamino recounts that in order to ride the train the disabled person must suffer humiliation by wheeling their wheelchairs to the stairs leading to the train and then call out to passersby for help getting down the stairs.    There are no elevators or escalators designed for their convenience, even in Japan’s high tech urban centers.  The article goes on to state that the attitude toward disabled people in Japan is one of persona non grata.  
In Japan, myths about having a disability are viewed as retribution for behaving badly in a former life of for having a dishonorable ancestor.  For this reason there are all sorts of spin off actions associated with shameful treatment of people with disabilities, including imprisonment at home.  Japanese institutions are hidden so well that even taxi drivers, notorious for knowing everything, need explicit instructions to find these institutions.  They are crowded and offer few therapeutic programs for the residents, most of whom have no hope of ever leaving.  At a time when most U.S. disability institutions are closing and downsizing, Japan’s institutionalization of people with disabilities in on a constant up rise.

Enforcing the Americans with Disabilities Act.
Contrary to what is going on in Japan, one of the chief objectives of the United States Department of Justice, while enforcing the American with Disability Act, is to bring people with disabilities into the mainstream of the American economy. Consider the below examples that demonstrate the great strides people with disabilities have received through the enforcement of this act:
1. Venture Department Stores modified its check cashing policy which previously permitted only customers with driver's licenses to pay with a personal check.  Venture now allows people who do not drive because of a disability to pay by check if they have a non-driver State ID card.

2. Gibson’s Discount Center failed to remove architectural barriers and made alterations that did not comply with the ADA's Standards for Accessible Design. Gibson's agreed to bring all its stores into full compliance with the standards by providing at least one accessible fitting room and entrance at each store and offer accessible parking, check-out aisles, and restrooms.

3. Smith Barney, a nationwide financial planning services company, agreed to provide, upon request, financial statements and correspondence in large print to its customers with vision impairments. 

Statistics on Disability in America
Demography of Disability

The 2000 Census of the United States provides a broad overview of the extent of functional limitation and disability across the nation and by sex, age, and other demographic characteristics.

Age and Sex

According to the 2000 Census, nearly 50 million people--or almost one-fifth of the population age 5 or older--indicate having one or more of the limitations or disabilities defined in Box 2. Contrary to popular notions, the majority of people with such limitations are younger than age 65. More than 30 million Americans of working age have a limitation or disability, compared with 14 million age 65 or older and

roughly 5 million between ages 5 and 20 (see Table 1).

There are more men than women with disabilities in every age group up to age 65. In the older ages, however, women vastly outnumber men (8.3 million versus 5.6 million) because they have a higher rate of disability and because there are many more older women than older men in the population.

The prevalence of disability increases with age. Only 6 percent of those ages 5 to 15 have a limitation or disability, but 42 percent of those ages 65 and older do. Although older people make up just 13 percent of the population age 5 or older, they account for more than one-quarter of those with a limitation or disability. Overall, rates of having any limitation or disability are about the same for men (19.6 percent) as for women (19.1 percent). Within age groups, however, males generally have greater rates of limitation and disability than females up to age 65.

A limitation of physical functioning is the most common of the six types of limitation and disability asked about in the census and listed in Table 1. Eight percent of the population age 5 or older reported a physical functioning limitation, and 5 percent reported what the census defines as mental limitation (see Box 2 for specific definition).

Specific types of limitation and disability affect age and sex groups differently. Of the 2.6 million children ages 5 to 15 with disability, for example, the vast majority are reported to have difficulty learning, remembering, or concentrating. The National Health Interview Survey estimates that 1 .3 million children ages 5 to 17 were living in the community in the mid-1990s with mental retardation and/or developmental disabilities, as well as with a health-related school limitation.6
Disability related either to going outside or employment is most common among those ages 16 to 20. Employment disability is most common among those in the prime working ages of 21 to 64; according to the 2000 Census, 13 percent of the working-age population had a work limitation. Among the elderly, in contrast, physical functioning limitation is the most prevalent type of limitation or disability.

Race and Ethnicity

In the 2000 Census, 36 million of the nearly 50 million Americans reporting a limitation or disability were white (see Table_2). More than 7 million blacks and nearly 7 million people of Hispanic origin also reported having a limitation or disability in the census.

Rates of disability vary widely by race and ethnicity. Among those ages 5 and older, blacks and American Indians and Alaska Natives are most likely to report a limitation or disability--24 percent versus 19 percent for all races in 2000. Asians and whites have relatively low rates of limitation and disability—only 17 percent and 19 percent, respectively, in 2000. These rankings by race generally hold for each broad age group. Rates of disability and limitation are especially low for Asian children and high for American Indians and Alaska Natives ages 65 and older. Hispanics have a higher rate of limitation and disability than non-Hispanic whites, except among children ages 5 to 15.
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Disability and Poverty

Disability relationship to age
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Disability relation to literacy

The population landscape of the United States is in the process of chang​ing. The number of persons identified with minority groups are beginning to increase, and the largest minority group—persons with disabilities—is increasing thus adding to the diversity of America. In 1984, the population of persons with disabilities was estimated to be thirty-five million, and as of this writing the population is estimated to be fifty-four million. This increase of nineteen million persons has not occurred because of an epidemic or some enormous disaster that has created large numbers of disabilities. The increase has occurred as a result of (1) technological advances in the health care industry that has allowed persons to survive conditions from which they may have died 20 years ago; (2) more people are identifying themselves as persons with disabilities, in part, because there is increased protection for persons with disabilities, and (3) additional conditions are being classified as disabilities.

Within the community of persons with disabilities, increased emphasis is being placed on considering the needs of persons with disabilities from a cul​tural prospective. America has become and will continue to be a culturally diverse nation and persons with disabilities are an integral part of that diver​sity. When considering cultural diversity, a helping professional will make a professional mistake of considerable magnitude if she disregards this group as part of the diversity of America; likewise, when considering racial/ethnic minority groups and their needs, it would be a major error to fail to consid​er persons with disabilities within those groups. Stated in other terms, when working with a person who has a disability, one has to have an awareness and sensitivity of both the person’s racial/ethnic background and the dis​ability.
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Physical disabilit;s ........................................... 9,546 28.6
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inside the home. Going outside the home alone to shop or visit a doctor’s office.

3 Dressing, bathing, or getting around
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