The Scoop on Reporting about People with Disabilities

DO’s RULE!

Interviewing Tips

· Do focus on the story.

· Do prepare for the interview.

· Do locate an accessible interview place.

· Do promote dignity, respect and understanding.

· Do ask questions; don’t assume.

· Do respect privacy and individual preferences.
Do interview people with disabilities.

Do not neglect people with disabilities.

Do treat adults as adults.

Do not patronize.

Do remember that people with disabilities are ordinary people.

Do not portray people with disabilities as extraordinary.

Do offer assistance.

Do not provide assistance unless your offer is accepted.

Do use actors and actresses with disabilities.

Do not use people without disabilities to represent a person with a disability.

Do ask the person to repeat information that you do not understand.

Do not pretend to understand.

Do place yourself at eye level if interviewing a person using a wheelchair.

Do not lean on the individual’s wheelchair.

Do let people with visual disabilities know where the camera is.

Do not begin an interview without identifying the camera’s location.

Do interact with individuals using service animals.

Do not pet or interact with the working service animal.

Do speak directly to the person who has a disability.

Do not shout & do not speak through the interpreter or attendant.
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ALL ACCESS

Written by Adam Hasler (Barbara Jordan Award Winner)

In May, Miriam Gary will finish her first year at Westlake High School.  She spends her time doing choir and art, as well as a normal course load.  Westlake isn’t anything like she imagined, as she had entered with visions of seniors taping freshmen to walls and the thousand other stories that freshmen hear from someone with a big brother in high school.


“I was all nervous,” Miriam said.  “But it’s not like that.”


As she plans her schedule for next year, she has worked closely with the administration to make sure that her classes are close together and accessible for Miriam and her wheelchair.  At the end of freshman year, Miriam has successfully traversed the campus, despite Westlake’s lack of accessibility.  She smiles though, and has a cheery attitude, even as she talks about a long distance she has to travel or a door that’s especially difficult to open, all of which require a pretty good amount of shoulder strength.  


“It takes a while to build the muscles up,” Miriam said.  “But once you’ve done it for 15 years, it’s not so hard.”


Any difficulties that Miriam may have in mobility don’t seem so bad with the help she receives from other students.  Help from someone else doesn’t threaten her independence.  Miriam knows she doesn’t need anyone’s help.


“I can do it, I’m totally independent,” Miriam said.  “They always ask if they can help.  Sometimes I accept, sometimes I feel like doing it on my own.”


When asked what she would change about the facilities at Westlake, she speaks of the administrations’ plans to implement electric doors and more ramps.  Accessibility at Westlake doesn’t bother Miriam much, but the topic bothers principal Chris Hines a great deal.


“We’ve done a lot in the past four years,” Hines said.  “But we’re a long way from being up to speed.”


The bulk of Westlake’s campus was built prior to the early 1970’s, before the United States government passed the Americans with Disabilities Act, which gave a list of specifications for new facilities that would allow easier access for disabled people.  According to Daniel Perez, head of maintenance and construction for Eanes, structures built before A.D.A. do not have the meet A.D.A. standards.  Until any renovations or remodeling, the structures can remain as they stand.  Both Hines and Perez hope that with the new bond package and the construction costs that it will provide, Westlake may come closer to full accessibility for all its students.


“My first year here, I participated on a facility planning committee,” Hines said.  “It was our job to walk the campus and envision ourselves in wheelchairs.  We’ve implemented some things and tried to respond to some of the complaints and tried to respond to some of the complaints we’ve received.  The district has made a good effort.”


Many of the structural fixes won’t require a great amount of change, such as making doors wider, lighter or automatic, more handicapped parking and ramps and improving the restrooms by adding larger stalls with rails.  Changes like a central elevator, a handicapped accessible press box in the stadium and making the band and dance offices handicapped accessible takes a much larger scope.  According to Perez, structural changes that will include accessibility improvements at Westlake will total up to $1,153,000.  Although not all of this will go to accessibility-specific improvements, it will pay for the renovations that will include improved access.


“Now that the bond has passed, I expect to see a lot of the work done,” Hines said.  “I realize that the school was built prior to the code.  It wasn’t something you had to do.  Now, it’s imperative and my number one priority.”


When contractors and architects finish plans for renovations or a building, they must submit it to the Texas Office of Licensing and Regulations where engineers in the office inspect it and make sure it meets the state and federal standards for handicapped accessibility, in addition to other structural regulations.  Although construction can begin immediately, a representative from the state comes to inspect it up to two years after contractors submit the plans.  Meeting the fairly strict regulations poses a challenge for builders and contractors, and even small renovations can cost huge amounts of money.


“Of course money is always an issue when you’re required to make things totally accessible when they’re renovated,” Perez said.  “The last time most renovations were made was before handicapped accessibility standards applied.”


The final product will hopefully allow access to everyone who comes to Westlake.  With the construction of a totally accessible Ninth Grade Center, the rest of Westlake’s facilities will be hard pressed to meet the precedent that the newer Center will set.  The administration both at Westlake and in Eanes has made arrangements to meet the high standards set within the rest of the district.  When the construction ends, Westlake will become a more accessible, and thereby a more enjoyable and pleasant, environment to those in a wheelchair.

