MOBILITY IMPAIRMENT
The person you sat next to in church on Sunday reached up to shake your hand as he spoke kindly to you with a smile.  He remained seated because he is paralyzed from his waist down and uses a wheelchair for mobility.  He seemed to be alone, yet he did not seem to need any special help.  This man, we will call him Marvin, was in an automobile accident and his spinal cord was severed at the waist.

After his accident, Marvin spent a long time in the hospital recovering from the extensive injuries he received.  From the hospital, Marvin moved to a rehabilitation hospital where he was taught how to compensate for his paralysis.  There he learned how to dress himself, no easy task when one's legs are limp, heavy, numb, and immobile.  He also learned how to transfer from his bed to his chair, from his chair to the tub and back, from his chair to his car, etc.  All of this, plus moving his chair along independently requires very strong arms.  To accomplish this, Marvin had to spend many hours lifting weights and working out in the hospital physical therapy room.

As Marvin left the rehabilitation hospital, he felt confident and eager to conquer the outside world.  But out there he was stunned.  In the hospital they told him about the many barriers he would encounter in the "real" world.  This did not sink in until he actually left the barrier-free hospital.  Once out of the hospital, Marvin found barriers all over the place:  doorways too narrow for his chair, drinking fountains too high for him to reach, bathroom stalls he could not enter, steps barring him from places of business, recreation, and worship, parking places too narrow for him to remove his chair from the car and transfer himself into it, curbs preventing him from even crossing the street.  Marvin became very discouraged because he was a very independent man by nature.

Legislation for people with disabilities has done much to remove the barriers that Marvin has to face each day.  But it does not come close to removing his problems.  Marvin constantly has to fight feelings of inadequacy.  It is so irksome to be dependent on other people just to get from one place to another.  Marvin often avoids going to places that have barriers just so that he does not have to be carried up and down steps.  Marvin and his girlfriend had to give up some of their favorite eating places because of this.  They have a hard time visiting friends because many homes cannot accommodate a wheelchair.  Marvin gets upset when people ask his girlfriend questions that should be addressed to him.  Occasionally they even act as though he were not there.

Most of Marvin's friends forget that he is in a wheelchair, they have become so accustomed to it.  Marvin's personality, when he is not angry about his disability and its limitations, is very pleasant and warm, making him easy to like.

Discussion Questions on Mobility Impairments:

1.
How much help should you give to people in wheelchairs and when?

2.
How and when should you lift a person in a wheelchair?

3.
What tips should you keep in mind as you talk to a person in a wheelchair, both when alone and in a group?

4.
When you are planning an outing, what should you do about friends in wheelchairs?

5.
What should your church do to include people who use wheelchairs or need other special equipment to get around?

Suggestions:

1.
Assist people in wheelchairs to be as independent as possible by helping them only when they request it.  If they appear to need help, ask before helping.

2.
If it is necessary to transport a person in a wheelchair up or down stairs, lift only where and how you are instructed to lift.  It is easy to tip people out of their wheelchairs.  Their disabilities often prevent them from protecting themselves, and the end result could be serious injury.

3.
If you are going to converse for a fair amount of time (two minutes or more) with someone sitting in a wheelchair, try to seat yourself so you are talking at eye level.

4.
Make sure you speak directly to the person in the wheelchair and not just to the able-bodied friend who may be there too.

5.
If you are planning an outing, make sure that the destination is barrier-free to avoid embarrassment for people who use wheelchairs or have other special needs.

