
Disability 101
It’s more complicated than you think.



Who am I?

David Cameron Staples
staples@unimelb.edu.au



Why is disability awareness important?

University of Melbourne Diversity 

and Inclusion Staff Survey (2019)

Percentage who responded as 

having a disability:

6%

Percentage who responded as 

preferring not to disclose:

2%

Australian average proportion of 

people with a disability in the general 

population:

18.3%

Why is there a gap?



What is “Disability” anyway?



Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (definitions)

disability, in relation to a person, means:

total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or

total or partial loss of a part of the body; or

the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or

the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness; or

the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the person’s body; or

a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction; or

a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgment or that results in 

disturbed behaviour;

and includes a disability that:

presently exists; or

previously existed but no longer exists; or

may exist in the future (including because of a genetic predisposition to that disability); or

is imputed to a person.

To avoid doubt, a disability that is otherwise covered by this definition includes behaviour that is a symptom or manifestation of the 

disability.

What is “Disability” anyway?



What is “Disability” anyway?
National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 (Cth)

§24  Disability requirements

1 A person meets the disability requirements if:

the person has a disability that is attributable to one or more intellectual, cognitive, neurological, sensory or physical impairments 

or the person has one or more impairments to which a psychosocial disability is attributable; and

the impairment or impairments are, or are likely to be, permanent; and

the impairment or impairments result in substantially reduced functional capacity to undertake one or more of the following 

activities:

communication;

social interaction;

learning;

mobility;

self-care;

self-management; and

the impairment or impairments affect the person’s capacity for social or economic participation; and

the person is likely to require support under the National Disability Insurance Scheme for the person’s lifetime.

1 For the purposes of subsection (1), an impairment or impairments that vary in intensity may be permanent, and the person is 

likely to require support under the National Disability Insurance Scheme for the person’s lifetime, despite the variation.

2 For the purposes of subsection (1), an impairment or impairments that are episodic or fluctuating may be taken to be 

permanent, and the person may be taken to be likely to require support under the National Disability Insurance Scheme for the

person’s lifetime, despite the episodic or fluctuating nature of the impairments.

3 Subsection (3) does not limit subsection (2).



What is “Disability” anyway?

https://icd.who.int/dev11/l-icf/en



What is “Disability” anyway?

An abnormal (medical) condition of your body, mind, 

or neurotype, which

Inhibits or limits your ability to function

In a world designed for people without your 

condition

And is unlikely to go away



Yes, fine. But what is it?

Let me explain.

No, there is too much. 

Let me sum up.



1: How did you get the disability?

Genetic Congenital Developmental Degenerative Trauma Disease or 

environment



2: What about you disables you?

Vision Hearing Touch Taste Smell Other:

Balance,

Hunger,

Pain, etc.

Physical: Sensory impairment



2: What about you disables you?

Height

Dwarfism,

Gigantism

Amputation Inflammation, 

Allergies,

Connective 

tissue

Energy Appearance

and Skin

Congenital 

defects

Physical: Limb and body difference



2: What about you disables you?

Physical: Brain and nervous system

⚫ Multiple Sclerosis

⚫ Cerebral Palsy

⚫ Paralysis

◦ Weakness

◦ Limb

◦ Paraplegia

◦ Quadriplegia

◦ Hemiplegia

◦ Spasticity

⚫ Brain Damage, including Stroke

⚫ Parkinson’s Disease

⚫ Cognitive or Intellectual disability

⚫ Fetal Alcohol Syndrome

⚫ Down’s Syndrome

⚫ Alzheimer’s Disease

⚫ Dementia

⚫ Migraines and cluster headaches

⚫ Epilepsy



2: What about you disables you?

Mental illness and Psychiatric

Anxiety

Phobia

Paraphilia

Depression

Mania

Bipolar

Compulsions

Psychosis

Schizophrenia

Personality Disorders

Paranoia

Delusion

Hallucination

Catatonia

Disordered thought

Intrusive thoughts

Mood disorders

Dysphoria

etc., etc., etc., …



2: What about you disables you?

Neurodivergence

Autism

AD(H)D

Executive disfunction

Dyslexia, Dyscalculia

Dyspraxia, Dysgraphia

Tourette’s Syndrome

Synaesthesia

Sensory Processing Disorders



3: Is the disability a named Thing?



4: How disabled are you?



5: Is the disability visible?



6: Comorbidity, Sequelae,

multiple disabilities



Society is to blame.



How do disabled people feel about 
their disability?

It depends



How do you refer to disabled people?

Person first

“Person with a disability”

Identity first

“Disabled person”



How do you refer to disabled people?

“Wheelchair bound” “Wheelchair user”

“afflicted with …”

“suffers from …”

“has …”

“lives with …”

“has lived experience of ...”



How do you refer to disabled people?

Pejorative Treadmill

Retarded

Moron

Spastic

Crippled

“Special Needs”

‘sperg

“Crip” or “cripple” is a very 

special case.

If in doubt, don’t.



Reasonable adjustments

An “adjustment” to your conditions or 

environment,

Which, not being too onerous to implement, 

is “reasonable”.

No, seriously.



What isn’t disability?

Temporary or curable

Normal

Doesn’t interfere with 

function



Medical model vs Social model



Inspiration porn

Just…

Don’t.

(also, this guy is 

a convicted 

murderer.)



Disability Pride



Gatekeeping

“You’re not really disabled, though.”



Impostor syndrome

“I’m not really disabled, though.”



Presumed competence
Presumed incompetence



Overreactions



So, what can we do about it?

Inclusion, in work, and in society

Inclusive and flexible design

Anti-discrimination Law

Visibility



So, what can you do about it?

See the person.

Talk to the person.

Ask the person.

Don’t pretend the disability doesn’t exist.



So, what are we doing about it?



So, what are we doing about it?

UoM Neurodiversity Project
Dr. Matthew Harrison, Dr. Jessica Riordan 

and Dr. Sarah Timperley

Melbourne Disability Institute

Diversity and Inclusion 

Committee

Disability and Inclusion team
Dr. Christine Dew and team

Diversity and Inclusion Strategy 2030

Disability Inclusion Action Plan 2023-2026

disability-advocacy@lists.unimelb.edu.au



How far overtime have I run?


