
ACCOMMODATION 
 
Thinking broadly about accessibility 
There is not one measure that can address all barriers and limitations 
 
TARA ARONSON AND BRAD SPENCER 
 
What do you think about when you hear the term accessibility?  Do you get images of ramps, 
elevators and automatic doors?  While these accommodations are important as part of an 
inclusive and just society, aren't we missing something? 
 
It's easier to see accommodations that relate to our physical surroundings but people with 
disabilities face barriers that aren't easy to see.  They can take the form of practices and 
behaviours, internal business processes, policies and procedures in the workplace that become 
walls.  Take the following story as an example of why we should think more broadly about what 
accessibility means. 
 
Lawrence is a 35-year-old man who has a diagnosed learning disability.  Although he manages 
to get interviews with businesses that are hiring, he tends to "freeze up" during them as he 
struggles with answering the questions being asked.  With each unsuccessful interview, he 
becomes more and more defeated.  Lawrence has attended workshops on how to answer 
interview questions, he has participated in mock interviews with employment service providers, 
and he has read articles on the subject to try to do better.  Recognizing he needed help, 
Lawrence registered with PATH Employment Services, a local not-for-profit government funded 
employment agency.  He heard that PATH specializes in supporting people with all types of 
disabilities in finding and retaining meaningful employment. 
 
Asinged to an employment co-ordinator there, Lawrence explained his job search experience 
and went through an assessment to determine his interests, skills, and challenges.  Together 
they developed a plan to move him forward in his job search.  Lawrence identified that his 
dream job was to work for "ABC Company," a large conglomerate that requires all applicants to 
go through an online application process.  With his employment coordinator's support, 
Lawrence completed this application. 
 
To further support Lawrence, his employment co-ordinator went in person to one of ABC 
Company's locations. She asked how she could best support individuals with disabilities through 
the interview process and what kind of accommodation they could provide for someone who 
required support in the interview.  Unreceptive to her questions, ABC Company's hiring 
practices and policies were the barrier that Lawrence needed to overcome. 
 
Lawrence's employment co-ordinator did some research and discovered that ABC Company had 
a disability manager on staff, at the corporate office level of the company.  She made contact 
with him and described the challenges Lawrence had faced.  Another interview was arranged, 
only this time the employment co-ordinator was allowed to accompany Lawrence. 



 
In the interview, as each question was asked, Lawrence's employment co-ordinator rephrased 
and broke the question down into smaller parts.  In this way Lawrence could better understand 
and answer the questions appropriately.  After experiencing this approach to asking the 
questions, the interviewer at ABC Company caught on and started asking the questions the 
same way. 
 
Lawrence was hired and placed in a job that best suited his abilities and strengths. 
 
Happy little success story, right?  For Lawrence, yes, it is wonderful.  He achieved his goal and is 
now working in a position that fulfils his needs.  He's grateful for the opportunity and will be a 
loyal, dedicated employee. 
 
For the company, yes.  They, with some coaxing, approached accommodation more broadly 
and levelled the playing field, you might say, to give Lawrence an equitable chance to show the 
company what he had to offer. 
 
But what about some of the other candidates that this company passed on and other 
companies like them?  What about all those who need simple accommodations that can be 
easily implemented?  What about the many people in Hamilton who do not reach out for 
assistance and continue to do it on their own, in frustration? 
 
Perhaps it's easy to think of ramps or automatic doors but accommodation is much deeper than 
that.  Seventy per cent of disabilities are invisible.  For Lawrence it was about breaking 
questions down into smaller chunks. 
 
For others it might be a willingness to accept altered work hours or using text messages to 
communicate instructions or changing the orientation process like taking pictures of the steps 
to get the job done. 
 
People, and people with disabilities, are not a homogeneous group.  This means that there is 
not any one accessibility measure that an address all barriers and limitations. 
 
It takes an openness to understand a limitation and problem solve to find a solution.  Hopefully 
the individual can express to you what they need and hopefully you'll be of a mindset to 
provide that accommodation. 
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