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Senator Harkin’s Disability Experience



Old Paradigm of Disability

• People with disabilities were viewed as 

‘defectives’ and in need of fixing

• Based on the medical model

• Individuals with disabilities have faced an array of 

barriers that subject them to lives of unjust 

dependency, segregation, isolation, and exclusion



Evolving Paradigm of Disability

• Disability is a natural and normal part of the human experience

• Focuses on taking effective and meaningful actions to “fix” or modify 

the natural, constructed, cultural, and social environment

• Focus on eliminating the attitudinal, architectural, and institutional 

barriers that preclude persons with disabilities from participating 

fully in society’s mainstream



Types of Barriers (External)

Attitudinal

Characterized by beliefs 

and sentiments held by 

non-disabled persons 

about persons with 

disabilities

Architectural

Physical barriers that 

preclude persons with 

disabilities from fully 

participating in society

Institutional

Include policies, practices, 

and procedures adopted 

by entities such as 

employers, businesses, 

and public agencies



The Medical Model

• Most dominant and culturally infused

• Disability as contained within the person as result of an 

organic impairment in the body

• Role of professional is to cure the disabling condition or 

reduce it to closest proximity of “within normal limits”

• Criticized for disparaging disability instead of seeing as part 

of spectrum of normal human variation



Ableism

• Defined as the individual and institutional oppression and discrimination 

against people with disabilities

• A type of oppression that tends to be minimally examined and 

understood by mainstream society

• Defines people by their disability

• Understands disability as something that needs to be fixed and 

classifies people with disabilities as ”other” or “less than”



Cultural Examples of Ableism

• Eugenics statues in the twentieth century and that lead to the 
sterilization of 60,000 who were considered “feebleminded”

• Discriminatory and restrictive laws focused on immigrants with 
disabilities in New York, Chicago, and San Francisco

• Separation of students with disabilities from the classroom 

• Amniocentesis to detect Down syndrome and other abnormalities 
referred to as “defects”

• Mass incarceration of people with disabilities

• State and federal jails and prisons contain three times as many people with mental 
health conditions as state mental health hospitals



Ableism versus Inclusion

Choosing an inaccessible venue for a meeting 

or event, therefore excluding some participants

Ensuring all chosen venues are 

accessible and accommodating before 

booking them

Assuming people must have a visible disability 

to actually be disabled

Understanding that disability is not 

always visible and can affect people in 

different ways

Referring to someone as a ”disabled person”
Using person-first language, 

“person with a disability”



Examples of Civil Rights Statutes

Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 

1973

Prohibits discrimination by 

recipients of federal aid (eg.

hospitals, universities, & public 

schools)

Individuals with 

Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA) 

Guarantees all children with 

disabilities a free and 

appropriate public education 

(1975/1990)

Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA)

Prohibits discrimination on the 

basis of disability in employment, 

public services, public 

accommodations, and 

telecommunications (1990)



Section 504: Rehabilitation Act of 1973

• Mandate institutions of higher education to provide “educational 
auxiliary aides,” such as taped texts, talking calculators, tape 
recorders, readers and interpreters if their absence will hinder 
the educational performance of persons with disabilities

• Provides Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Program

• A person cannot be found unqualified without considering 
whether a reasonable accommodation would render the 
individual qualified

• Assists statues in providing, expanding, and improving the 
provision of independent living services



Section 504: Rehabilitation Act of 1973

• Prohibits the exclusion, based on disability, of otherwise 

qualified persons with disabilities from participation in any 
federal program or activity, or from “any program or 

activity receiving federal financial assistance”

• Equal access to higher education

• Requires employers to make reasonable 

accommodations for employees with disabilities, such as 

making facilities accessible to them, restructuring jobs, 

modifying work schedules, or providing interpreters or 

readers

• Section 504 was not implemented until 1977
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Rehabilitation Act Amendments

• Federal agencies are required to procure, maintain, and use electronic and 

information technology that provides individuals with disabilities 

comparable access to what is available to individuals without disabilities 

• Consumers must be provided with information and support services to 

assist them in exercising informed choice throughout the VR process 

• State VR agencies are encouraged to assist schools in identifying 

transition services and to participate in the cost of transition services for 

any student with a disability who is determined eligible to receive VR 

services



Rehabilitation Act Amendments

• Persons receiving SSI or SSDI benefits are automatically eligible for VR 

services 

• Individuals with the most severe disabilities are now referred to as  

‘individuals with a significant disability’ 

• The State Rehabilitation Advisory Council is now called the State 

Rehabilitation Council. Membership is expanded, responsibilities are 

increased, and the council and state agency are required to jointly 

develop, agree to, and review state goals and priorities



IDEA
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

• Known as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act from 1975-1990 
(EHA)

• Renamed ‘IDEA’ in 1990 

• Part A – Creates the Office of Special Education Programs 

• Part B  - Guarantees all children with disabilities a free and appropriate public 
education

• Part C – Provides intervention services and individualized Family Service 
Plans that lay out priorities, resources, and concerns for the family 

• Part D – Grants to improve the education and transitional services provided 
to students with disabilities



ADA
Americans with Disabilities Act

• In 1990, Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) 

reintroduced the bill, which extended the anti-

discrimination protection of The Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 to people with disabilities 

• It also imposed accessibility requirements in all 

areas of public life, including jobs, schools, 

transportation, and all public and private places 

that are open to the general public 
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ADA
Americans with Disabilities Act

• Its four main goals were: Equal 

opportunity, full participation, 

independent living, and economic self-

sufficiency 

• President George H.W. Bush signed 

the law in 1990. It was amended in 

2008 and signed by President George 
W. Bush.
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ADA Amendments

• The general purpose of the Act was to alter the definition of disability 
to favor a broader amount of protection. A number of important 
regulations were established in the Americans with Disabilities Act 
Amendments Act (ADAAA) that accomplished this:

• “Substantially limits” does not require the impairment to significantly 
prevent major life activities

• When discussing substantial limitation, it should be interpreted broadly 
in order to ensure the most amount of protection available under the 
ADA

• Impairments that are remissive or episodic are still disabilities if they 
are disabilities when they are active



Questions?
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