
 

PA LIONS BEACON LODGE CAMP 

Disability Etiquette Guide 
For Lions Club Members Supporting Beacon Lodge Camp 

Building confidence and comfort in disability interactions through respectful 
communication and thoughtful engagement 

 

Introduction: Why This Matters 

As Lions supporting Beacon Lodge Camp, you may interact with campers, families, 
veterans, and community members with disabilities. This guide helps you feel confident 
and comfortable while ensuring everyone feels respected and valued. 

The goal isn't perfection - it's respect and genuine connection. 

Most people with disabilities appreciate when others make an effort to interact naturally 
and respectfully. Small mistakes are forgivable; genuine respect and willingness to learn 
go a long way. 

 

Core Principles 

1. People First 

Always put the person before the disability. 

✅ Say: "Person with autism," "Person who uses a wheelchair," "Person with vision loss"​
❌ Avoid: "Autistic person," "Wheelchair-bound," "Blind person" 

Why it matters: People are not defined by their disabilities. Language that emphasizes 
the person first recognizes their full humanity and identity. 
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2. Direct Communication 

Speak directly to the person, not their companion or interpreter. 

✅ Do: Make eye contact and address the person directly​
❌ Avoid: Asking their companion "What would they like?" when the person is right 
there 

Why it matters: Everyone deserves to be acknowledged as capable of speaking for 
themselves unless they indicate otherwise. 

3. Natural Interaction 

Treat people with disabilities as you would anyone else - with respect and normal 
social interaction. 

✅ Do: Use common expressions like "See you later" or "Let's go for a walk"​
❌ Avoid: Censoring normal language or walking on eggshells 

Why it matters: Over-accommodation can feel patronizing. Natural, respectful 
interaction is usually most appreciated. 

 

Specific Etiquette Guidelines 

🦽 Mobility Disabilities & Wheelchair Users 

DO: 

●​ Speak at eye level when having a long conversation (sit or kneel if appropriate) 
●​ Ask before moving someone's wheelchair, cane, or mobility device 
●​ Keep pathways clear 
●​ Offer assistance if someone appears to need help, but accept "no thank you" 

gracefully 
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DON'T: 

●​ Lean on, move, or touch someone's wheelchair without permission 
●​ Use terms like "wheelchair-bound" or "confined to a wheelchair" 
●​ Pat someone on the head or shoulder (wheelchair armrests are part of personal 

space) 
●​ Make assumptions about what someone can or cannot do 

Conversation Tips: 

●​ Wheelchairs are mobility tools, not restrictions 
●​ Many wheelchair users can walk short distances or transfer independently 
●​ Don't assume someone needs help just because they use mobility aids 

👁️ Vision Loss or Blindness 

DO: 

●​ Identify yourself when approaching ("Hi, it's Sarah from the Lions Club") 
●​ Use descriptive language when giving directions ("The bathroom is 20 steps 

straight ahead") 
●​ Ask before providing assistance: "Would you like me to guide you to the 

registration table?" 
●​ Offer your arm if guiding - let them hold your arm, not the other way around 

DON'T: 

●​ Grab someone's arm to "help" without asking 
●​ Pet or distract guide dogs - they're working 
●​ Use vague directions like "over there" or "this way" 
●​ Avoid using words like "see" or "look" - they're normal parts of conversation 

Conversation Tips: 

●​ Not all people with vision loss are completely blind - vision exists on a spectrum 
●​ Many people use adaptive technology confidently 

3 



 

●​ Guide dogs are medical equipment, not pets 

🎧 Hearing Loss or Deafness 

DO: 

●​ Get the person's attention before speaking (gentle tap on shoulder or wave) 
●​ Face the person when speaking and maintain normal lip movements 
●​ Use gestures, writing, or your phone to communicate if needed 
●​ Learn basic signs like "thank you" and "you're welcome" if interacting regularly 

DON'T: 

●​ Shout or exaggerate mouth movements 
●​ Cover your mouth while speaking 
●​ Turn away while talking 
●​ Assume someone can't speak because they don't hear 

Conversation Tips: 

●​ Some people read lips, others use sign language, others use hearing aids 
●​ Writing or typing on phones works well for complex communication 
●​ Many people who are deaf or hard of hearing speak clearly 

🧠 Intellectual or Developmental Disabilities 

DO: 

●​ Use clear, simple language without being childish 
●​ Be patient and allow extra time for processing or response 
●​ Focus on the person's strengths and abilities 
●​ Treat adults as adults, regardless of their communication style 

DON'T: 

●​ Talk down to adults or use "baby talk" 
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●​ Make assumptions about someone's understanding 
●​ Ignore someone because their communication is different 
●​ Complete sentences or tasks for someone unless they ask for help 

Conversation Tips: 

●​ Everyone communicates differently - some use few words, others are very 
talkative 

●​ People with intellectual disabilities often have specific interests and expertise 
●​ Many live independently, work, and have rich social lives 

🧘 Hidden or Invisible Disabilities 

Remember: 

●​ Many disabilities aren't visible (chronic pain, autism, PTSD, learning differences) 
●​ Don't question someone's need for accommodations 
●​ Respect personal space and sensory needs 
●​ Understand that energy levels and abilities can fluctuate 

Examples of hidden disabilities: 

●​ Autism spectrum conditions 
●​ Chronic pain or fatigue 
●​ Mental health conditions 
●​ Learning differences 
●​ Brain injuries 

 

Common Situations & How to Handle Them 

At Beacon Lodge Events 

Meeting a Camper or Family: 
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●​ Introduce yourself and your connection to Beacon Lodge 
●​ Ask open-ended questions: "How was your camp experience?" rather than 

"What's wrong with you?" 
●​ Focus on camp activities and interests rather than disability-related topics 
●​ Follow their lead on what they want to discuss 

During Tours or Presentations: 

●​ Ensure everyone can see and hear 
●​ Use microphones and describe visual elements 
●​ Allow extra time for questions 
●​ Provide materials in multiple formats if possible 

At Fundraising Events: 

●​ Include everyone in conversations and activities 
●​ Don't make assumptions about what people can participate in 
●​ Ask individuals what they need rather than guessing 
●​ Focus on shared interests and connections 

Community Outreach 

Connecting Families to Camp: 

●​ Ask about interests and goals rather than focusing on diagnoses 
●​ Share relevant program information based on their needs 
●​ Respect family decisions about participation 
●​ Provide multiple ways to get information (phone, email, website, in-person) 

Working with Organizations: 

●​ Ask disability organizations how they prefer to communicate with members 
●​ Respect existing relationships and expertise 
●​ Offer to learn rather than assuming you know what's needed 
●​ Build partnerships based on mutual respect 
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Language That Builds Bridges 

Positive Language Choices 

Instead of "suffers from" or "victim of" → "has" or "lives with"​
 Example: "Lives with autism" rather than "suffers from autism" 

Instead of "normal" or "able-bodied" → "non-disabled" or "typical"​
 Example: "Typical development" rather than "normal development" 

Instead of "handicapped" or "invalid" → "person with a disability"​
 Example: "Person with a disability" rather than "handicapped person" 

Instead of "wheelchair-bound" → "uses a wheelchair"​
 Example: "Uses a wheelchair" rather than "confined to a wheelchair" 

Strength-Based Language 

✅ Emphasize abilities: "Maria uses assistive technology to communicate"​
✅ Focus on participation: "Alex enjoys adaptive sports"​
✅ Highlight achievements: "Jordan completed the climbing tower challenge"​
✅ Recognize independence: "Sam navigated the camp trails independently" 

 

What to Do When You Make a Mistake 

Everyone makes mistakes. Here's how to handle them gracefully: 

If You Use Wrong Language: 

●​ Acknowledge briefly: "Sorry, I meant to say person with autism" 
●​ Move on: Don't make a big deal or over-apologize 
●​ Learn: Remember the preferred language for next time 
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If You Offer Unwanted Help: 

●​ Accept the "no" gracefully: "No problem, let me know if you change your mind" 
●​ Don't take it personally: Independence is important to everyone 
●​ Stay friendly: One declined offer doesn't end the interaction 

If You're Unsure: 

●​ Ask respectfully: "What's the best way I can support you?" 
●​ Follow their lead: People know their own needs best 
●​ Stay genuine: Authentic care matters more than perfect knowledge 

 

Beacon Lodge-Specific Scenarios 

Talking About Camp Programs 

When explaining camp to potential families: 

✅ Do: 

●​ "Camp ConnXions serves campers with vision loss and blindness" 
●​ "Project New Hope provides healing retreats for veteran families" 
●​ "All our programs focus on abilities and building confidence" 

❌ Avoid: 

●​ "This camp is for disabled people" 
●​ "We help people overcome their limitations" 
●​ "These people need special care" 

Sharing Success Stories 

When telling camper stories: 
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✅ Do: 

●​ Focus on achievements, growth, and joy 
●​ Use person-first language 
●​ Highlight independence and capability 
●​ Share with permission and respect privacy 

❌ Avoid: 

●​ "Inspiration porn" that makes disabilities seem tragic 
●​ Sharing personal medical information 
●​ Making people with disabilities seem superhuman for normal activities 
●​ Using stories without permission 

Fundraising Conversations 

When asking for sponsorship support: 

✅ Do: 

●​ "Support campers in developing independence and confidence" 
●​ "Help provide adaptive recreation opportunities" 
●​ "Invest in programs that build community and belonging" 

❌ Avoid: 

●​ "Help these poor, unfortunate people" 
●​ "Overcome their disabilities" 
●​ "Give them a chance at normal life" 

 

Building Inclusive Communities 

At Club Meetings 
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●​ Use accessible venues with parking, ramps, and accessible restrooms 
●​ Provide materials in large print or digital formats when requested 
●​ Use microphones for speakers and audience questions 
●​ Allow service animals and respect their working status 
●​ Plan activities that can include everyone 

In Communications 

●​ Use person-first language in all materials 
●​ Include diverse images showing people with disabilities as active participants 
●​ Provide information in multiple formats (print, digital, audio) 
●​ Use clear, plain language that's easy to understand 
●​ Include accessibility information for events 

When Planning Events 

●​ Choose accessible venues 
●​ Provide multiple ways to participate (in-person, virtual, etc.) 
●​ Ask about accommodations when people register 
●​ Plan timing that allows for different processing speeds 
●​ Include quiet spaces for people who need sensory breaks 

 

Resources for Continued Learning 

Beacon Lodge Resources 

●​ Camp tours: Experience accessibility and inclusion firsthand 
●​ Staff presentations: Learn from disability professionals 
●​ Camper stories: Hear directly from people with lived experience 
●​ Family perspectives: Understand support systems and advocacy 

General Disability Resources 
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●​ United Spinal Association: Disability etiquette guides 
●​ National Disability Rights Network: Advocacy and rights information 
●​ ADA National Network: Accessibility and accommodation guidance 
●​ Local disability organizations: Community-specific resources and connections 

Questions to Ask Yourself 

●​ Am I speaking to the person or about them? 
●​ Am I making assumptions about what someone can or cannot do? 
●​ Am I focusing on the person or their disability? 
●​ Would I be comfortable if someone spoke to me this way? 
●​ Am I treating this person with the same respect I show everyone? 

 

Key Takeaways 

Remember: 

●​ People with disabilities are people first - with interests, opinions, and expertise 
beyond their disabilities 

●​ Every person is unique - don't assume one person's experience represents 
everyone with similar disabilities 

●​ Accommodations enable participation - they don't lower standards or create 
unfair advantages 

●​ Natural interaction is usually best - genuine respect and interest matter more 
than perfect language 

●​ It's okay to ask questions - when done respectfully and at appropriate times 

At Beacon Lodge, we believe: 

●​ Everyone has the right to adventure, independence, and belonging 
●​ Disabilities are natural variations in human experience 
●​ Communities are stronger when everyone is included 
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●​ Small actions create big changes in accessibility and inclusion 

 

Final Thoughts 

The goal of this guide isn't to make you an expert on disability. It's to help you feel 
confident interacting respectfully with people who have disabilities while supporting 
Beacon Lodge's mission of inclusion and empowerment. 

Every positive interaction you have - whether with a camper, family member, or 
community advocate - helps build a more inclusive community where everyone feels 
valued and welcome. 

Questions about specific situations? Don't hesitate to reach out: 

📞 Beacon Lodge Camp: 814-542-2511​
 📧 Club support: clubsupport@beaconlodge.org​
 🌐 Resources: www.beaconlodge.org 

Remember: Your willingness to learn and engage respectfully makes a bigger 
difference than getting every detail perfect. 

 

Pennsylvania Lions Beacon Lodge Camp | Building Inclusive Communities Since 1948 

 

Quick Reference Card 

Print and keep this section handy 

✅ DO: 

●​ Use person-first language 
●​ Speak directly to the person 

12 



 

●​ Ask before helping 
●​ Respect personal space and equipment 
●​ Use natural, respectful conversation 

❌ DON'T: 

●​ Make assumptions about abilities 
●​ Touch mobility equipment without permission 
●​ Avoid eye contact or normal interaction 
●​ Use outdated or offensive language 
●​ Ignore someone because of communication differences 

🤔 WHEN IN DOUBT: 

●​ Ask respectfully: "What works best for you?" 
●​ Follow their lead 
●​ Stay genuine and kind 
●​ Focus on the person, not the disability 

📞 NEED HELP: 

●​ Call Beacon Lodge: 814-542-2511 
●​ Email: clubsupport@beaconlodge.org 
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