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Tips and Tools for an Inclusive Work Place 

Green Mountain Self-Advocates is a statewide disability rights 

organization in Vermont. People with and without intellectual 

disabilities work for us. Overtime we have discovered helpful ways to work 

together as a team. Here are a few tools we suggest you try to support the 

inclusion of workers with intellectual disabilities. This is not a complete list. 

We welcome suggestions! 
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Assistive Technology Programs 

Workers with disabilities can get a free evaluation 

to find devices, strategies and computer 

programs that help you do work tasks. The AT 

Tryout Center can support you to explore and try 

out a variety of assistive devices that may make it 

easier to get the job done. You can borrow most 

devices for free. For example, an iPad is a great 

tool you can use for taking notes or recording a meeting. The Association 

of Assistive Technology Act programs website is a great place to find AT 

programs in your state. The link to the AT website is: 

http://www.ataporg.org/states.html. To get an evaluation, just call your local 

AT office and someone will assist you in setting up an appointment. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
http://www.ataporg.org/states.html
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Dropbox 

Dropbox is a place to keep your files and share 

them with others. Download the program to your 

computer, tablet or phone. Dropbox lets you  

access all your files from different computers or 

devices. Here is a video describing Dropbox 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X53RQl-XY4k 

We use Dropbox at our office because it is an easy 

way to share files with co-workers. Here are the steps for how to set it up 

and get started.  

o Go to dropbox.com and download it to your computer 

o Click on new user. Enter your email address and create a password 

that you will remember 

o A Dropbox folder will automatically appear on your desktop. 

o To put a file in Dropbox, go to File Explorer where all your folders are 

listed. Simply drag any file or folder and put it in your Dropbox folder. 

A copy stays on your computer and in your Dropbox folder. 

For more information about how Dropbox works check out this 10-minute 

video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6tkGSIFsH0 

One feature we like is that Dropbox will put an icon on your computer.   

When you add or save a file a green light    means it has been saved. 

Red means the file couldn’t be transferred or your Dropbox folders 

are full. Blue means your file is in the process of being saved.  

Finally, a basic Dropbox account comes with 2gb of 

free space. After that you can earn some more free 

space or pay a yearly fee.       

http://www.gmsavt.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X53RQl-XY4k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6tkGSIFsH0
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Using Email  

A Good Email Is: 

o Easy to read and uses a large size font 

o Short and gets to the point  

o Easy for people to understand what you want  

     them to do. (Use a graphic, different color or   

     bold text to make the key words stand out.) 

o Free of spelling mistakes. Always make sure you proofread your 

email before you send it out. 

Finally, a good email has a clear subject line and tells the person what to 

do with the email. For example, “Read this email and forward to local self-

advocacy groups.” 

Managing Email: Get in the habit of having a 

set time of day to review and respond to 

emails. This is an activity that is good to do 

with your job coach when you have a break in 

the action. The goal is to read an email one 

time! Reply to all emails: 

o Even if just to send a short reply like “got it” to let the person know 

you read and understand the email. 

o Include answers to any questions.  

o Forward emails you have questions about to your supervisor.  

o Forward any interesting emails to co-workers. 

Create folders for different topics. For instance, have an email folder for all 

legislative emails and attachments. Always delete emails you don’t need 

and empty your trash every week. This helps you stay organized and cuts 

done on anxiety when you can’t find something.  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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General Tips for building supportive teams 

 Be specific when giving feedback especially 

about doing something in a different way. It is 

best to provide feedback in private.  

 Allow for extra time to think and process when 

receiving instructions, asking or answering 

questions. 

 Give advance warning of changes in routines, including a chance to 

practice new routines. 

 Have high expectations, motivate and encourage others. 

 Know how to step up (assist others when they are stuck) and step 

back (letting others be independent). 

 Constantly seek out ways to use technology to make tasks easier to 

do. Identify what types of devices and software could be used to 

increase independence around the office.  

 Provide routine breaks, with a chance to be alone or do something 

relaxing (examples: moving around, going for a walk, going to the 

bathroom). A short break every hour is better than a longer break 

after 2 hours of continuous work. 

 Remember to check for belongings when leaving an event 

 For each project develop a master plan or timeline of what needs to 

be accomplished throughout the year.  

 Presume competence. When you meet a person with a disability 

assume they are capable. 

 During staff meetings stop frequently. Clearly outline each issue as it 

comes up for discussion. Summarize what has been said.  Make sure 

everyone understands what is going on.   

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Google Docs 

Google Docs is a free computer 

program used to type a document. 

The program is on a website. It is not 

something you download or put on 

your computer. We use Google Docs 

because it is very easy to share what 

you are writing with other people, especially if you are not all in the same 

place. The best part is that many people can work on the same document 

at the same time. You need: 

o a computer  

o a connection to the internet 

o and it is easier to use if you have a Gmail email account 

This makes Google Docs a useful tool to use during meetings. One great 

way to learn how to use Google Docs is by watching instructional YouTube 

videos. Here are links to YouTube videos on Google Docs. 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doHnLiAzQ5M 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRqUE6IHTEA 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_hJ3R8jEZM 

  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doHnLiAzQ5M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRqUE6IHTEA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_hJ3R8jEZM
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Job coach  

Many staff with disabilities are supported by job 

coaches. They often set up a task ahead of 

time to make it easier to complete. It is 

important for job coaches to be mindful of their 

body language, tone of voice, and other 

gestures that may influence a person's decision. Job coaches should not 

express opinions, make judgments or influence the person’s beliefs. A job 

coach needs to ask neutral (not leading) questions, support the person to 

access and understand information and prompt them to consider the pros 

and cons of a situation so they can make a decision.  

When in meetings or at events, the advocates (not the job coach) do 

all the talking. Ask the person how they prefer to introduce their job coach. 

In public, support of the person needs to be as invisible as possible. Job 

coaches might consider sitting off to the side. This way the job coach can 

prompt the person as needed and give reminders about using talking 

points. Also it is not your role to provide support to others or participate in 

the activity. If the person you are supporting need something they will ask 

you.  

It is key to take notes so you can debrief important information after 

the meeting. Remember as a support person you might be given 

information that is confidential and you should keep it to yourself.  

Ask the person you are supporting before sharing any information 

about them. It is common practice for professionals providing services to 

never mention the names of people they work with or what they are doing. 

If you work for an agency you might be given information about a co-worker 

that is confidential. 

http://www.gmsavt.org/


                   8 
        Green Mountain Self-Advocates ~ www.gmsavt.org  ~ 2016 

Job Evaluation Forms  

Make an evaluation form for each job. Include a detailed list of what the 

person does on the job. GMSA evaluation forms have 3 sections: 

o Job duties when working in the office 

o Job duties when working with other organizations 

o Job duties when working with local group members  

At least once a year an evaluation is completed by the 

person, their supervisor, and board members as needed. For each job duty 

the person scores one of 3 ratings: Doing Okay, Doing Great, or Needs 

some work. The person works with their supervisor to identify work goals. 

They agree on what to work on and what supports may be needed. 

Sample Evaluation Form 

Doing 

Okay 

Does a 

great job 

Needs 

some work 

Job Duties When 

Working with local groups 

   Do I respect confidentiality? 

   Am I helping others make their own 

decisions and not making them for them? 

   Do I talk to people respectfully, even if 

others are not respectful? 

   Am I asking members what they want 

you to do to assist them 

   Do I find ways to help everyone get 

involved? 

   Do I avoid taking over for the leader of 

the group? 

   Am I listening well? 

   Do I give positive feedback and help 

members feel comfortable? 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Logs  

Completing logs is a great way for non-profits to keep track 

of progress on grant deliverables that they need to report 

on. GMSA keeps our different logs in Dropbox so it easy for 

all GMSA staff to review to be up to date.  These are the 4 logs we use: 

 Technical assistance given to local self-advocacy groups 

 Legislative advocacy 

 Trainings and presentations 

 Meetings with other organizations 

A GMSA peer leader shared, “After I come back from a policy meeting I 

make a new entry into the log. I enter in the name of the meeting, what 

other organization were in attendance, what the event was about, and what 

did we speak up about.” 

Sample Log for Visits with Local Self-Advocacy Groups 

Date 
Staff 

Name of 
Group 

Members Issues local group is dealing with and a describe what 
GMSA did to support the group and information shared 

11/4/15 
 

Jess 
 

Bridging 
Advocates 
Together  
(students 
of 5 high 
schools) 

 

13 Got feedback on the GMSA Youth Summit students did in Oct. 

This group meets from 10 to 11:30 once a week. Now that 

Thomas is president he is definitely taking charge and running 

meetings. GMSA staff supported him to run elections today. 

They came up with the responsibilities of secretary. Each person 

nominated gave a speech. They used ballots to vote.  

12/3/15 
 

Alex 

Drop-In 
Center 

21 GMSA staff did role plays about “fighting fair.” Then reviewed 

Do’s and Don’ts. Members asked how to handle disappointment 

when you are planning something and it doesn’t turn out the way 

you want. GMSA staff turned it back onto the group and asked 

them how they handle disappointment? Many shared ideas 

including you can’t always get what you want. GMSA staff 

supported the group to come up with group agreements for 

dealing with conflicts. They asked GMSA to come back in Jan to 

teach a workshop about rights and responsibilities. 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Meetings 

Every meeting we go to is really 3 meetings. In 

order to be fully included at meetings, it requires 

the extra steps of preparing for the meeting ahead 

of time and debriefing afterwards.  

Before each meeting… 

 Confirm location, time and ask for Wi-Fi as an accommodation 

 Print out and review the agenda and meeting materials 

 Think of questions to ask and write down major points to be covered 

 Decide what our stance is going to be if a policy decision is being 

made. It is important that employees attending the meeting know that 

they cannot make a new policy decision without input from the board 

of directors.   

 Pack up any lap tops, iPads or other devises you need. 

During meetings… The GMSA team uses devices to Google Chat/Skype 

chat with each other during meetings. We support each other by explaining 

confusing topics, give reminders about talking points, and chat back and 

forth to break up monotony. These conversations are private so it feels 

comfortable to say you don’t understand something that is going on in a 

meeting. In order to use Google Chat, you must have a Gmail address. 

Gmail accounts are very easy to set up!  

After the meeting… The final, third, step is to debrief with team members 

about how the meeting went after the meeting is over. Talk about next 

steps and the follow up that needs to be done. You can also talk about 

what worked and what didn’t.  

        For meetings we host we use wireless microphones and speakers.  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Presenting 

Schedule time to prepare for a big presentation. Always allow time 

the day before for a final rehearsal. Before deciding what you will say, you 

can read our tips listed in Writing a Speech. 

Once you have a script or talking points take time to 

practice. Everybody needs to practice! Research says that 

reading a speech to yourself silently does not help you 

learn how to speak in public. You always have to practice 

aloud. Think of practicing as an opportunity to get better.  

When practicing, ask co-workers what you did well and 

what you can do to improve (as nerve racking as it is). Practicing aloud also 

makes sure you have the timing right. When you know how much time you 

have, practice getting the timing correct, figure out how to pace yourself.  

Being nervous is not a bad thing! It means you want to do well. Most 

important, remember you are not speaking for yourself. You are speaking 

for your audience. You owe it to your audience to be the best you can be.  

If you make a mistake and give the wrong information, correct it. If your 

speech is hard to understand, bring a translator. If you use a device to 

speak, type all that you can ahead of time. And 

always allow enough time to answer questions. 

Always test out the equipment in advance of 

any speaking event. On the day of the 

presentation arrive early and schedule time to take 

breaks and eat meals (it is easy to get off track 

when you are not following your typical schedule). 

Check out the public speaking resources created by Advocates in Action 

at http://www.aina-ri.org/publicspk.php 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
http://www.aina-ri.org/publicspk.php
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Schedules 

GMSA creates a master schedule 

each month that lists all events that 

require at least one employee to 

attend. We store our master 

schedule in Dropbox. All employees 

contribute by adding details about 

upcoming events. It is important to 

include the start and ending time of an event and the location. 

Supervisors create individual schedules in collaboration with each 

employee and their job coach. When it is finalized, it is converted into a 

PDF and kept in Dropbox. 

Sample Employee Schedule 

Jessica            October 2015              Updated 10.6.15 

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri 

             5 
OFF 

 

Trevan/job coach 6 
8:30 to 12:00 

1:00 to 4:30 
Prep for Equity 

Prep for 10/7 
presentation 

Rachel/job coach 7 
8:30 to 1:00 
2:00 to 4:30  

10-1 Comm. Grant 
Symposium  

2 Call with Susan 

Trevan/job coach 8 
8:30 to 12:00 

1:00 to 4:30 
9-3 Citizen 

Advocacy Training 
Randolph Church 

9 
7:45 – 2:45 

Equity 
Committee 

Ride with Gayle   
 

12 
Office Closed  

Columbus Day 
5.5 hours of  
holiday pay 

Trevan/job coach 13 
8:30 to 12:00 

1:00 to 4:30 
Prep for 10/15 

presentation 
 

14 
8:30 to 3:30 

1-3 Employer 
Contracted Work 

Supports Workgroup 
@Harvest Lane 

Williston 

Trevan/job coach 15 
2:00 to 8:30 

6:30-7:30 ASD in 
our Community 

  @UVM Medical 
Campus - Davis   

16 
OFF 

 
 

 19 
8:30 to 12:30 

1:30 to 4:30 
10-12 VT Coal. 

Dis. Rights  
@ VCIL (walk) 

Trevan/job coach 20 
8:30 to 12:00 

1:00 to 4:3 
Office  

Rachel/ job coach 21 
8:30 to 3:30 

IHPP Meeting  
10:00 am -1pm 

(lunch included) 

Trevan/job coach 22 
8:30 to 12:00 

1:00 to 4:30 
9-12 VT Plan to 
Address Sexual 

Violence @GMSA 

23 
OFF 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Scripts 

When GMSA presents at conferences, webinars or 

other events, we always write a script of the key 

message that we want to get across to the audience. 

Scripts are nice ways of helping people stay on 

message regarding the subject we are presenting to 

the group. The best scripts include a list of talking 

points to prompt the speaker. This encourages the speaker to look at the 

audience and speak from the heart.  Reading directly from a script is not 

ideal because it can sound boring and dull. We want people to feel 

confident that they can remember what they want to say but also speak 

from the heart. Using props, graphics and photos to make your speaking 

more interesting and not dependent on reading scripts. Call and response 

is a great way to emphasize important points and it keeps the audience 

engaged. For example, ask the audience, “Who is in charge of our lives?” 

We strongly encourage speakers to practice a lot before doing their 

presentation. By practicing, we mean saying it out loud to your partner and 

not just reading it silently. If someone is on stage asking the speaker 

questions, make sure it is really sharing the stage and one person is not 

dominating or exerting too much control. 

                 Sample Script: text in blue you do and text in red you say  

1. Hang up two pieces of flip chart paper labelled “Can-Do” and the other “No-Can-Do”. 

Mix up the phrases on sticky notes and give them out to groups. Ask them to take turns 

reading each sticky note and then put the phrases on the Flip Chart where they belong. 

2. When complete say, “When you start to listen to yourself and others, really listen to 

the words we say you will hear Can-Do phrases and No-Can-Do phrases. What things in 

your life will change if you choose to use Can-Do words?  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Workspace 

Set up the workspace to minimize distracting sounds, smells, and sights. 

Some things that may be confusing, cause a person to lose focus, or make 

it harder to communicate are: 

 Noise 

 Harsh lighting 

 People moving around, and 

 Clutter 

Making adjustments to the physical space can make the office better for 

everyone. When you’re looking to modify the physical environment to make 

it more cognitively accessible, it will typically involve: 

o Minimizing distractions 

o Reducing noise 

o Adjusting lighting 

o Taking a close look at what the person does and making sure they 

have the right tools for the job.  

o Organizing the job space to keep it simple with things easy to 

reach 

o Identifying a safe place to retreat to during times of stress 

For more ideas see the attachment Ways to Adapt Physical Environments  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Timesheets 

Our timesheets are Word files stored in Dropbox folders. 

Each employee has his or her own folder. Each employee is 

required to fill out their timesheet every day they work. The 

timesheet form includes a place to type: 

 The date, start and end time, total hours worked 

 Hours of holiday, personal, vacation or sick leave 

 A description of what tasks worked on for the day in as much detail 

as possible 

 A record of how many hours were spent working on different grants 

or projects. 

  

      
  

    

    

Green Mountain Self-Advocates 
Sample Time Sheet 

   Jessica Marks                  PAY PERIOD BEGINNING:  11/30/15   ENDING: 12/12/15  

 

           Week 1 TOTAL Hours NOT WORKED Hours WORKED 

 
DATE Hours HOL PER VAC SICK IN OUT TOTAL SAP IHPP 

Media 
Proj. 

   
 

              3333 2222 1111 

S 

 
                    

  

M 11/30 
         9:00 1:00 4  1   3  

6   2                 

 Finished the life history rough draft to send to CDCI for feedback. I meet the deadline of 11/30.  

 Called local group contacts to remind them about the board meeting next week 

T 12/1/15 
 

    
8:30am 12:00pm 3.5 2.5 

  6 
    

1:00pm 3:30pm 2.5 3.5 
   AM: Met with supervisor to go over schedule. Checked email. Worked on thank you letters to Gala sponsors 

 PM: Finished mailing to Gala Sponsors.  Met with supervisor to plan for Friday’s local group visit.  

W 12/2/15 
          830am  12 3.5   3.5    

7         1PM   430PM 3.5  3.5     

 AM Prepare for IHPP healthcare meeting. Go over IHPP recommendations with self-advocates on committee 

 PM Write answers to questions for LEND Public Panel on Autism for 12/15. Check voice mail. Check email. 

 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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To Do Lists describe tasks for the day in a list. 

We keep them in a Dropbox folder so supervisors, 

employees and job coaches have access.  

o It may include the time an activity takes place. 

o All the tasks are numbered in the order they should be done. 

o There is a column for the person to check-off when they completed 

the task. This is also a place to write about any issues or concerns 

they ran into when doing the task. 

o If the task is a meeting, it includes the address of the meeting 

place, suggested time to leave the office to get there on time, and 

directions. 

o It includes directions as needed and details of where to find any 

files or supplies needed to do the task 

It is helpful for job coaches to have their own copy of a to-do list. A job 

coach often divides large assignments into small tasks. It can increase 

independence to make a checklist of the steps to complete the task.          

  Carly Sample To Do List Progress 

#1 Good morning! Start out by reviewing email.  Done 

#2 

9:00 

Meet (in your office) with Jaimen from the DD Council 

to plan for the healthcare meeting with Commissioner 

Chen. Nikki will join by Google Hangout. Have your 

support person take notes in a Google Doc.  

Went well. I 

will need 

help making 

a handout.  

#3 

Write a log entry about your visit with the Barre local 

group. If there are any follow-up tasks to do please 

add them to your to do list – Thanks! 

Done 

#4  

11:30 

TO 1:30 

BROWN BAG LUNCH – in conference room – bring 

your computer. We have our great IT guy coming to do 

an overview of Windows 10 and new helpful aps. 

Great but 

need 

more info 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Vocational Rehabilitation supports people with disabilities to find and   

keep jobs. Vocational rehabilitation 

(VR) can evaluate and recommend 

tools to help people with disabilities 

be successful at work. In order to 

access VR services, you must apply 

at your local Vocational Rehabilitation 

office. Vocational Rehabilitation can 

contribute to the cost of work-related clothing, equipment, supplies, college 

classes, transportation, and assessments. To find the address of your state 

Vocational Rehabilitation Agency clink on the link below. 

http://www.fda.gov/downloads/AboutFDA/WorkingatFDA/UCM277757.pdf 

 

  

http://www.gmsavt.org/
http://www.fda.gov/downloads/AboutFDA/WorkingatFDA/UCM277757.pdf
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Voicemail log 

GMSA has a voicemail log that is kept in a Dropbox folder. It 

is a Word document where we put the messages that have 

been left for GMSA employees. It also has instructions on 

how to check for messages. The form includes the name of 

the person that called, who the message is for, the date the call was made, 

and any other important information. After a person listens to and records a 

message in this log, we email employees who have messages to let them 

know to follow up. The final step is to fill out the log after following-up. At 

GMSA we take turns checking messages. This helps but on days when we 

are traveling it can be challenging to remember to check messages.  

To Check messages → Dial 555-5555 → put in password 4444# → press 

1 to hear messages; If you are able to write down all the details go ahead 

and press 3 to delete it. If it is hard to hear the message press 2 to save it. 

THEN the last step is to copy the message and paste it into an email  

and send it to the person the call is for. 

Date Call 

is For 

Who 

Called 

Number Message Follow 

Up 

12/2 Alex Jaimen 

VTDDC 

(802) 666-

1711 

Leadership Training 

Logistics.  Call back.  

All set 

12/2 Ryan Alison 

VCIL 

 Wanted to thank you 

for the meeting space.   

None 

needed 

12/3 Meg Trevan 

Lopez 

1(432)759-

3553 

Calling for info about 

survey he is doing.  

Call him back.   

Left 

message 

12/4 Alex Jessica 

Marks 

898-7472 New director (XYZ 

agency) wants to set 

up a meeting with you.  

Call him back.  

Emailed 

back 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Writing 

When you are writing an article, speech or training, begin 

by figuring out who your audience is. Ask the people 

involved what they want to learn. Identify what people will 

get from of reading or hearing your words. 

The next step is to work with a co-worker or job coach to make an outline 

listing all the points you want to communicate. Take time 

to review the draft list of talking points with other team 

members to confirm that what you want to communicate 

is matching what the audience wants to read or hear. 

Then the challenge is for advocates to use their own words to explain the 

talking points. Keep in mind: thinking and typing at the same time may 

result in fatigue and decrease one’s ability to focus. Sometimes a job coach 

may take notes when the advocate is brainstorming the first draft. Using 

speech to text technology can increase independence and ensure a 

person’s words are used. The final step is to ask a co-worker or job coach 

to review the document to make sure it is written in Plain Language.  

 

Written Information can make you feel included or left out. 

Always take the time to re-write information to be in 

Plain Language. Use easy to read fonts, such as 

Ariel and Verdana. We suggest a minimum 14-point 

font size and 1.5 line spacing.  A brief intro summary 

can help. Highlight critical information. It is also 

helpful to have graphics on handouts to improve readability.  

 

http://www.gmsavt.org/
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Attachment A: Ways to Adapt Physical                                  

Environments for People with Intellectual Disabilities        . 

 

We want to make the physical environment more accessible to people with 

intellectual disabilities. These changes often make the environment better 

for everyone. Changing the environment to be more comfortable is 

sometimes called an “accommodation.” An example of an accommodation 

is to provide detailed directions, a map, or to personally show someone 

where to go. When you’re looking to modify the physical environment to 

make it more cognitively accessible, it will typically involve: 

• Minimizing distractions 

• Reducing noise 

• Adjusting lighting 

 

Checklist: Minimizing Distractions 

Hearing, seeing, smelling, feeling, thinking…these are some of the ways a 

person can be distracted. Consider how things happening inside and 

outside the room can overwhelm a person’s senses and cause them to be 

distracted or unable to focus. Here are some factors to consider: 

 Smells can be very difficult for some people. Perfume, scented 

candles, and other smells can be hard for people with respiratory 

problems to tolerate. Consider making your office a scent-free place, 

or talk with people about limiting the scents they use. 

 Uncomfortable chairs, tables, and other furniture can make it harder 

to work. When a person is comfortable physically, it is easier to focus. 

Having chairs in a hallway or outside the room can create a 
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welcoming environment. Some people choose to sit apart from a 

group at first. Having a choice of places to sit is comforting. 

 People coming through the room, talking within earshot, and cell 

phone calls should be avoided. When people share a space, plan 

ahead to minimize these distractions. Agree to silence cell phones. 

 Room temperature can effect concentration. If a room is often too hot, 

leave a fan in there. If it tends to be cold, get a space heater or small 

throw blankets for the room. 

 Looking at clutter, over-flowing stacks of papers, closets, desks, and 

rooms can be confusing. Even if you don’t notice it, some people will. 

 Excessive patterns, decorations, and plants on walls, floors, and 

furniture can shift a person’s focus away from what she needs to be 

doing. Some colors and patterns can even give people a headache. 

 

 

Checklist: Reducing Noise 

Here is a list of suggested ways to improve noise environments: 

 Noises happen all the time, even when it seems quiet. Spend time in 

the room where you will be meeting or working. Listen for noises that 

aren’t obvious, like lights buzzing and office machine cooling fans. 

These might need to be dealt with to prevent in the future.   

 Avoid having meetings in places with distractions. Rooms near 

heating and cooling systems are not ideal for meetings. Meeting in 

public places can be nice, but it can be hard to listen and ask 

questions. 

 If you can hear other people, they can probably hear you. If you need 

to talk about private things, find a private place to meet. 
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 There are simple things you can do to make a space quieter. Some 

examples are putting sound-absorbing materials on the ceiling, walls, 

or doors; sticking pads on the legs of chairs; or using storm windows 

and sealing window frames to block out street noise. 

 There are also simple things you can do to make it easier to hear 

people. Have a microphone available during large meetings to help 

everyone hear and be heard. 

 

Checklist: Adjusting Lighting 

Here is a list of suggested ways to consider lighting that works for 

everyone: 

 Many people are sensitive to light. Some people need brighter light. 

Others need dim lighting. Some prefer natural light. Give people a 

say about lighting if you can. Consider getting floor and table lamps in 

addition to (or instead of) overhead lights. 

 Flashing and flickering lights can give people headaches and make it 

hard to focus. Check frequently and replace bulbs as needed. 

 Reduce glare from the windows during meetings. Try to have even 

lighting in the room, so nobody is straining to see. 

 Good lighting feels safer. A dark hallway can be scary. A bright 

window looking onto a busy street can also be intimidating. 

Depending on the meeting topic or audience, make sure the lighting 

helps everyone feel safe and comfortable.  
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Attachment B:Tips For Making Meetings Cognitively              
Accessible and Increasing Inclusion and Understanding    . 

 

Common Courtesies…. 

These are some common courtesies for being in meetings with people with 

developmental disabilities.  

 If you need to mention a person’s disability, use People First 

Language. For example, say a “person with a disability” not a 

“disabled person.” 

 Always ask before giving assistance and let the person tell you what 

you may do to be helpful. 

 Use the same tone of voice you use when speaking to anyone else. 

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

 Don’t assume a person who has limited or no speech cannot 

understand what is being said. People usually understand more than 

they can express.   

 Never pretend you understand what is said when you don’t!  Ask the 

person to tell you again what was said.  Repeat what you understand. 

 Do not try to finish a person’s sentence, or cut her off.  Listen until 

she has finished talking, even if you think you know the end or can 

say it faster. 

 Limit the use of sarcasm or subtle humor because it might leave 

some people out of the conversation. 

 It can be difficult for some people to make quick decisions. Be patient 

and allow the person to take their time.   

http://www.gmsavt.org/


                   24 
        Green Mountain Self-Advocates ~ www.gmsavt.org  ~ 2016 

 Do not worry about saying or doing something “wrong” when you 

meet a person who has a disability.  If you are unsure what to say try 

"hello" or “I’m glad to meet you.”  

 

Before A Meeting… 

 Ask the person what specific accommodations they need.   

 Send materials, directions, and agenda out at least one week before. 

 Written material needs to be in Plain English.  Use graphics, large 

print, (minimum 14 point font size) and double space.  A brief 

summary can help. Highlight critical information.   

 Print names on name tags or tents. 

 Let people know ahead of time if lunch will be provided at a meeting.   

 Arrange tables (in a circle) so you can see everyone. 

 Use microphones in large spaces. 

 Do not assume everyone uses email.  Find out a person’s preferred 

way to get information and respond. 

 Clear signs with pictures can help a person find their way around a 

building. 

 If a barrier cannot be avoided, let the person know ahead of time.  

 

Some Environmental Factors To Consider… 

 Perfume, scented candles, and other smells can be hard for some 

people to tolerate.  Consider making your meeting a scent-free 

place, or talk with people about limiting the scents they use. 
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 Uncomfortable chairs, tables, and other furniture can make it harder 

to work. When a person is comfortable physically, it is easier to 

focus. Having chairs in a hallway or outside the room can create a 

welcoming environment. Some people choose to sit apart from a 

group at first. Having a choice of places to sit is comforting. 

 People coming through the room, talking within earshot, and cell 

phone calls should be avoided.  When people share a space, plan 

ahead to minimize these distractions.  Agree to silence cell phones. 

 Room temperature can effect concentration.  If a room is often too 

hot, leave a fan in there.  If it tends to be cold, get a space heater or 

small throw blankets for the room. 

 Looking at clutter, over-flowing stacks of papers, closets, desks, and 

rooms can be confusing.  Even if you don’t notice it, some people 

will.  

 Rooms near heating and cooling systems are not ideal for meetings.  

Meeting in public places can be nice, but it can be hard to listen and 

ask questions. 

 Have a microphone available to help everyone hear and be heard.   

 Many people are sensitive to light.  Some people need brighter light.  

Others need dim lighting.  Some prefer natural light.  Give people a 

say about lighting if you can.   

 Flashing and flickering lights can give people headaches and make it 

hard to focus.   

 Reduce glare from the windows during meetings.  Try to have even 

lighting in the room, so nobody is straining to see. 
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During A Meeting… 

 Even if you have met before, do introductions at the beginning of 

each day to make it easier to learn people’s names and roles.  

 Provide short, frequent breaks.  A 7-minute break every hour works 

better than 15 minutes after two hours. 

 Let folks know where things are (such as restrooms and water 

fountain). 

 Speak clearly.  Use words that everyone understands, no 

abbreviations or “alphabet soup.” 

 Stop frequently. Clearly outline each issue as it comes up for 

discussion. Summarize what has been said.  Make sure everyone 

understands what is going on.   

 Have people raise hands and one person speaks at a time. 

 Use People First Language. 

 Provide time to ask questions.  Give a person a chance to explain 

things. 

 Be mindful of your body language, tone of voice, and other gestures 

that may influence a person's decision. 

 Ask the person if they have anything to say about a specific issue.   

 It is especially important to have a short break just before a final 

decision is made to allow time for people to review the issue before 

making a decision. 

 Clearly restate each decision that is made. 

 

Generic Communication Tips…   

 Presume competence.   

http://www.gmsavt.org/


                   27 
        Green Mountain Self-Advocates ~ www.gmsavt.org  ~ 2016 

 Speak slowly and clearly. 

 Use words everyone understands.   

 Leave out details that are not needed. 

 Use the same word to describe the same things even if it sounds 

boring.  

 

When Asking Questions…  

 Ask one question at a time.  

 Avoid yes or no questions.  Ask “what, where, when, why and how” 

questions. 

 Take time.  Wait for a response.  Give a person a chance to explain 

completely.  Ask more questions, even if it takes time. 

 Avoid trying to guess what the person is saying or cutting them off.  

Wait until the person has finished a sentence or story.  Do this even if 

you think you know the end or can say it faster. 

 Use examples.  Try to connect an issue to a personal experience.  

 

When Answering Questions… 

 Give correct information and then get the other person involved.  If 

you just give an answer, it may end the conversation. By asking 

questions like, “What do you think?” or “What have you heard?” it will 

help you find out what the person knows and what they want to know 

about.  

 Ask if they have any other questions. 

 Watch for signs of frustration.  Suggest taking a break.   
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Writing on Flip Charts… 

 Use a flip chart and dark, low-odor markers. Tape completed pages 

to the wall.  

 Do not write in all capitals.   

 A summary at the beginning will give the reader a preview.  

 Highlight important information. 

 Do not use acronyms unless everyone knows what they stand for.    

 Use vertical, bulleted lists instead of sentences. 

 Use sentences that are short and to the point.  Limit sentence to 15 

or 20 words.  Each sentence has one main idea. Consider breaking 

long sentences into two. 

 Use consistent wording.  Use the same word for an idea or object 

every time.   

 

After a Meeting… 

 Write clear and understandable minutes. Highlight key decisions and 

next steps.  Minutes need to include the next meeting date and a 

tentative agenda. 

 Follow-up with folks after the meeting to go over what took place.  

Review major decisions and next steps.  Provide an opportunity for 

the person to give feedback about the meeting. Some people find it 

helpful to do this right after the meeting ends while others may want 

to go over the meeting when they get together to prepare for the next 

one. 
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 Send out the minutes within two weeks after the meeting. This allows 

the person to meet with others if needed to discuss the last meeting 

and prepare for the next one in a timely manner.   

 Work with the person to find out what adaptations will work best for 

him/her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Providing Alternative Formats 

 

 

 

  

A Helpful Tool on Microsoft Word to Check Reading Level of 

Agendas, Handouts, etc 

 

You do this by: 

1. On the Tools menu, click Options, and then click the Spelling 

& Grammar tab.  

2. Select Check grammar with spelling check box.  

3. Select Show readability statistics check box & then click OK.  

4. On the Standard toolbar, click Spelling and Grammar . 
 

 

 

 

When Microsoft Word finishes checking spelling and grammar, it 

displays information about the reading level of the document. 

It checks:   

 Readability (how easy or difficult writing is to read) 

 Reading Ease Score (higher is better) 

 Flesch-Kincaid Reading Scale (Materials are generally 

considered cognitively accessible if the Flesch-Kincaid Grade 

Level is at 6th grade reading level or below) 

 If there are any passive sentences (it is better to not have very 

many of these) 

 How many words per sentence (fewer is better) 
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