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Nicole, Ruby, Holly and Deborah discuss some of the 
common misunderstandings people have about disabilities 

and how harmful these can be.

Nicole is a woman who suffered a spinal cord injury due to 
a fibrosarcoma tumour, which created severe pressure on 

her spinal cord and left her permanently paralysed from the 
waist down. She uses her Instagram page @beauticoleex to 
raise awareness of disabilities and encourage conversation 

about issues that the disabled community face.

Ruby is an autistic blogger and disability activist who uses 
her Instagram account @Rubyofmyeye to shed light on her 

story of being diagnosed later in life, as is common with 
neurodiverse women in the autism community. She also 

created a support group for others with autism which can 
be found at Instagram.com/cheerfullyauti.

Holly is a woman with a neurological condition which has 
caused paralysis from the waist down. She uses her 

Instagram @Holly.osullivan_ to document her path towards 
acceptance and pride.

Deborah is a mother to Arizona, her wonder boy. He is two 
years old, and because his brain didn't grow as it should 
while Deborah was pregnant, he is significantly disabled. 
She uses their Instagram page @DeborahAndAZ to share 

her journey of becoming a parent carer and give/get 
support from the additional needs community.
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Do people ever use 
micro-aggressions 
tow�ds you a	 how 
do these affect you? 
Nicole: “I definitely do experience
belittling sometimes, with people talking to 
those around me rather than myself – I can 
speak you know! It’s just frustrating when all 
I want is a voice and to represent my own 
opinions.

The classic comments about attractiveness, 
such as ‘you’re pretty for a disabled girl’. I 
know it can be meant as a compliment but I 
mean is it really? It’s just plain rude to be 
honest. Disabled women are beautiful, in just 
the same way as non-disabled women. We 
need the media to represent us as powerful 
and sexy more often.”

Holly: “I definitely experience strange
things in public! A lot of staring, but it’s not 
the kind of glance stares or children staring 
that gets to me, it’s when adults actually stop 
in their tracks and completely follow me with 
their eyes! 

People often ignore me and speak to the 
people around me as if I can’t hear or speak. 
Other experiences I have had include people 
saying, ‘I’d hate to be you’ or ‘I think I’d rather 
die’. These statements are so unnecessary 
as those people have no idea what my life is 
like and how being paralysed affects my daily 
life. All of these micro-aggressions come 
from a complete lack of education when it 
comes to disability.”

Deborah: “I really feel for Nicole and
Holly, because we get these all the time too. 
It ranges from the most obvious - like saying 
'at least he doesn't look disabled' - to giving 
us the sympathetic head tilt and 'awww' 
when we explain that he can't talk or walk 

yet. I often try to use these situations as 
opportunities to educate people about 
ableism, but it depends on how much 
caffeine I've had that morning! I don't mind 
explaining why these kinds of reactions are 
inappropriate if the person is willing to learn 
and if I know their sentiment is one of 
complete kindness. But sometimes there's a 
level of wilful ignorance or a response like 
'can't say anything these days' that infuriates 
me.”

What �e some 
misconceptions people 
have about your 
relationship with 
your wh�lchair?
Holly: “People automatically believe my
relationship with my wheelchair is a sad, 
angry tale. In reality it is the complete 
opposite! Although it took some time to feel 
this way, I have great love for my chair, it 
allows me to be independent, leave my bed, 
and be a social person. Perhaps one of the 
biggest misconceptions is that I’m ‘stuck’ in 
my chair or ‘wheelchair bound’. I can transfer 
to other surfaces, and I get out of my chair 
many times a day! 

An important thing about me and my chair 
that I don’t think many non-disabled people 
understand is that my chair feels like an 
extension of me and when someone touches 
it, pushes it or moves it (especially with me in 
it) without my permission I find it very 
challenging to explain to them that it feels 
like a violation of my space. After all, my back 
rest is relatively low so they are inches away 
from grabbing at my waist!”

Nicole: “That I’m completely ‘wheelchair
bound’, as much as I am theoretically, I can 
still transfer out of it and sit in a different chair 

for example. You wouldn’t say that
an able-bodied person is bound to a
bicycle when they use one!

It does essentially act as my legs
though, allowing me to access
places and be independent. It
provides me with freedom and I’m
forever grateful for that, so why
should I not embrace it? There are
lots of things I still can’t access but
being able to get out and about is a
positive in itself. My chair really
doesn’t define me, it helps me
continue to do the things I still can
do.”

Do you fi	 that
different
disabilities �e often
grouped together a	
what ki	 of effect
or consequences can
this have for people?
Holly: “I think education is needed in
terms of ‘not everyone is the same’.
Wheelchair users have such different
disabilities and even people with paralysis
have completely different experiences.

There are different types of wheelchairs,
such as active wheelchairs, which are ideal
for those with upper body mobility and more
independent lifestyles. Power wheelchairs
don’t need any manual propelling or pushing,
which gives those with upper body paralysis
freedom to control their own wheelchair
using a set of user controls like a joystick, as
well as offering more comfort and support.

I find many places accessible as an active
manual wheelchair user that a power
wheelchair user couldn’t. The people
designing the accessibility and requirements

can often make buildings unsuitable for
those with disabilities by assuming that
everyone has the same needs.”

Ruby: “I find that even in the subgroup of
neurodiversity we are grouped together, and
even just in autism. Everyone has an
assumption thinking everyone is the same
with the same experience and traits and it’s
just not true.

This has caused huge problems in the
diagnostic process and research itself into
autism, so it’s a wider issue. I think the world
does recognise subgroups of disability but
wont then go further to see that everyone is
just their own person.”

Deborah: “Absolutely. It seems to be
that people think you're either physically
disabled or you have learning difficulties - but
it's not either or. Disability comes in all
different forms. It can be immediately
obvious or it can be completely hidden. And
often, people's main point of reference for
disability is the mass media representation of
what that means.

For example, they might think all autistic
people avoid eye contact, or that people who
use a wheelchair should be in it 24/7. It's a
dangerous form of gaslighting and ableism
that can lead to disabled people not being
taken seriously when they voice their needs
or seek a diagnosis.”

What do you wish
people u	erst�d
be�er about being
disabled?
Nicole: “Ultimately that disabled isn’t a
bad word! We need to start removing the
stigma that disabled is a dirty or bad word
and something that needs to be whispered. A
lot of people may think that using the phrase
‘differently abled’ is preferable but it’s
completely up to the individual and it’s
important that if someone identifies as
disabled, this is how they should be
addressed. Why shouldn’t we use the word?
To most of the disabled community it really
isn’t offensive and we embrace our
differences. After all, they make us who we
are!

It’s also important that you see the person
not the disability. People need to be aware
that disabled individuals aren’t completely
helpless. Most of us have learnt routines that
allow us to do things and if we tell you we
don’t need help, we really don’t and please
believe us. Don’t insist on helping, even
though we appreciate your kindness in
asking, helping doesn’t always actually help
us, so don’t be offended if we politely decline
your offer.

We’re also not necessarily brave,
courageous or inspirational. Yes, many of us

have been through a lot and it mainly comes
from a loving place but we’re certainly not
any braver for just being out in public and
living our lives. Try and see us as ordinary
people, as after all we are just like anyone
else.”

Deborah: “For my son, I'd echo Nicole's
sentiments and say that 'disabled' isn't a dirty
word. Just use it. My husband and I are not
offended by it - it's simply a fact and it's a
much more constructive, supportive label
than 'special needs'. Our son is a regular kid
who happens to be disabled.

And for myself, as the parent of a disabled
child, I'd like to see the well-worn adage of
'special children are given to special parents'
die out. We are not special - we were thrust
on a wild journey for which we had no
preparation and it's a struggle, every day. It's
really, really hard. I think that kind of
sentiment is popular because it provides a
sanitised version of being a parent carer that
makes people feel more comfortable about it.
But we're not superheroes and implying that
we are diminishes the hard work we put in
every day. We're just regular people trying to
get by, raise our son as best we can, and
navigate a world that really isn't made for
disabled people.”

Ruby: “I wish people understood that the
world really is made for non-disabled people,
it’s everywhere you are. The music is loud,
the steps don’t have ramp access, even jobs
will all be set to accommodate non-disabled
people.

So when we need support society thinks we
want more, but in reality we just want to be
given the same opportunities. Just respect
every single disabled person!”

Do people ever use
micro-aggressions
tow�ds you a	 how
do these affect you?
Nicole: “I definitely do experience
belittling sometimes, with people talking to
those around me rather than myself – I can
speak you know! It’s just frustrating when all
I want is a voice and to represent my own
opinions.

The classic comments about attractiveness,
such as ‘you’re pretty for a disabled girl’. I
know it can be meant as a compliment but I
mean is it really? It’s just plain rude to be
honest. Disabled women are beautiful, in just
the same way as non-disabled women. We
need the media to represent us as powerful
and sexy more often.”

Holly: “I definitely experience strange
things in public! A lot of staring, but it’s not
the kind of glance stares or children staring
that gets to me, it’s when adults actually stop
in their tracks and completely follow me with
their eyes!

People often ignore me and speak to the
people around me as if I can’t hear or speak.
Other experiences I have had include people
saying, ‘I’d hate to be you’ or ‘I think I’d rather
die’. These statements are so unnecessary
as those people have no idea what my life is
like and how being paralysed affects my daily
life. All of these micro-aggressions come
from a complete lack of education when it
comes to disability.”

Deborah: “I really feel for Nicole and
Holly, because we get these all the time too.
It ranges from the most obvious - like saying
'at least he doesn't look disabled' - to giving
us the sympathetic head tilt and 'awww'
when we explain that he can't talk or walk

yet. I often try to use these situations as
opportunities to educate people about
ableism, but it depends on how much
caffeine I've had that morning! I don't mind
explaining why these kinds of reactions are
inappropriate if the person is willing to learn
and if I know their sentiment is one of
complete kindness. But sometimes there's a
level of wilful ignorance or a response like
'can't say anything these days' that infuriates
me.”

What �e some
misconceptions people
have about your
relationship with
your wh�lchair?
Holly: “People automatically believe my
relationship with my wheelchair is a sad,
angry tale. In reality it is the complete
opposite! Although it took some time to feel
this way, I have great love for my chair, it
allows me to be independent, leave my bed,
and be a social person. Perhaps one of the
biggest misconceptions is that I’m ‘stuck’ in
my chair or ‘wheelchair bound’. I can transfer
to other surfaces, and I get out of my chair
many times a day!

An important thing about me and my chair
that I don’t think many non-disabled people
understand is that my chair feels like an
extension of me and when someone touches
it, pushes it or moves it (especially with me in
it) without my permission I find it very
challenging to explain to them that it feels
like a violation of my space. After all, my back
rest is relatively low so they are inches away
from grabbing at my waist!”

Nicole: “That I’m completely ‘wheelchair
bound’, as much as I am theoretically, I can
still transfer out of it and sit in a different chair

for example. You wouldn’t say that 
an able-bodied person is bound to a 
bicycle when they use one!

It does essentially act as my legs 
though, allowing me to access 
places and be independent. It 
provides me with freedom and I’m 
forever grateful for that, so why 
should I not embrace it? There are 
lots of things I still can’t access but 
being able to get out and about is a 
positive in itself. My chair really 
doesn’t define me, it helps me 
continue to do the things I still can 
do.”

Do you fi	 that 
different 
disabilities �e often 
grouped together a	 
what ki	 of effect 
or consequences can 
this have for people?
Holly: “I think education is needed in
terms of ‘not everyone is the same’. 
Wheelchair users have such different 
disabilities and even people with paralysis 
have completely different experiences. 

There are different types of wheelchairs, 
such as active wheelchairs, which are ideal 
for those with upper body mobility and more 
independent lifestyles. Power wheelchairs 
don’t need any manual propelling or pushing, 
which gives those with upper body paralysis 
freedom to control their own wheelchair 
using a set of user controls like a joystick, as 
well as offering more comfort and support. 

I find many places accessible as an active 
manual wheelchair user that a power 
wheelchair user couldn’t. The people 
designing the accessibility and requirements 

can often make buildings unsuitable for 
those with disabilities by assuming that 
everyone has the same needs.”

Ruby: “I find that even in the subgroup of
neurodiversity we are grouped together, and 
even just in autism. Everyone has an 
assumption thinking everyone is the same 
with the same experience and traits and it’s 
just not true. 

This has caused huge problems in the 
diagnostic process and research itself into 
autism, so it’s a wider issue. I think the world 
does recognise subgroups of disability but 
wont then go further to see that everyone is 
just their own person.” 

Deborah: “Absolutely. It seems to be
that people think you're either physically 
disabled or you have learning difficulties - but 
it's not either or. Disability comes in all 
different forms. It can be immediately 
obvious or it can be completely hidden. And 
often, people's main point of reference for 
disability is the mass media representation of 
what that means. 

For example, they might think all autistic
people avoid eye contact, or that people who
use a wheelchair should be in it 24/7. It's a
dangerous form of gaslighting and ableism
that can lead to disabled people not being
taken seriously when they voice their needs
or seek a diagnosis.”

What do you wish
people u	erst�d
be�er about being
disabled?
Nicole: “Ultimately that disabled isn’t a
bad word! We need to start removing the
stigma that disabled is a dirty or bad word
and something that needs to be whispered. A
lot of people may think that using the phrase
‘differently abled’ is preferable but it’s
completely up to the individual and it’s
important that if someone identifies as
disabled, this is how they should be
addressed. Why shouldn’t we use the word?
To most of the disabled community it really
isn’t offensive and we embrace our
differences. After all, they make us who we
are!

It’s also important that you see the person
not the disability. People need to be aware
that disabled individuals aren’t completely
helpless. Most of us have learnt routines that
allow us to do things and if we tell you we
don’t need help, we really don’t and please
believe us. Don’t insist on helping, even
though we appreciate your kindness in
asking, helping doesn’t always actually help
us, so don’t be offended if we politely decline
your offer.

We’re also not necessarily brave,
courageous or inspirational. Yes, many of us

have been through a lot and it mainly comes
from a loving place but we’re certainly not
any braver for just being out in public and
living our lives. Try and see us as ordinary
people, as after all we are just like anyone
else.”

Deborah: “For my son, I'd echo Nicole's
sentiments and say that 'disabled' isn't a dirty
word. Just use it. My husband and I are not
offended by it - it's simply a fact and it's a
much more constructive, supportive label
than 'special needs'. Our son is a regular kid
who happens to be disabled.

And for myself, as the parent of a disabled
child, I'd like to see the well-worn adage of
'special children are given to special parents'
die out. We are not special - we were thrust
on a wild journey for which we had no
preparation and it's a struggle, every day. It's
really, really hard. I think that kind of
sentiment is popular because it provides a
sanitised version of being a parent carer that
makes people feel more comfortable about it.
But we're not superheroes and implying that
we are diminishes the hard work we put in
every day. We're just regular people trying to
get by, raise our son as best we can, and
navigate a world that really isn't made for
disabled people.”

Ruby: “I wish people understood that the
world really is made for non-disabled people,
it’s everywhere you are. The music is loud,
the steps don’t have ramp access, even jobs
will all be set to accommodate non-disabled
people.

So when we need support society thinks we
want more, but in reality we just want to be
given the same opportunities. Just respect
every single disabled person!”
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Do people ever use
micro-aggressions
tow�ds you a	 how
do these affect you?
Nicole: “I definitely do experience
belittling sometimes, with people talking to
those around me rather than myself – I can
speak you know! It’s just frustrating when all
I want is a voice and to represent my own
opinions.

The classic comments about attractiveness,
such as ‘you’re pretty for a disabled girl’. I
know it can be meant as a compliment but I
mean is it really? It’s just plain rude to be
honest. Disabled women are beautiful, in just
the same way as non-disabled women. We
need the media to represent us as powerful
and sexy more often.”

Holly: “I definitely experience strange
things in public! A lot of staring, but it’s not
the kind of glance stares or children staring
that gets to me, it’s when adults actually stop
in their tracks and completely follow me with
their eyes!

People often ignore me and speak to the
people around me as if I can’t hear or speak.
Other experiences I have had include people
saying, ‘I’d hate to be you’ or ‘I think I’d rather
die’. These statements are so unnecessary
as those people have no idea what my life is
like and how being paralysed affects my daily
life. All of these micro-aggressions come
from a complete lack of education when it
comes to disability.”

Deborah: “I really feel for Nicole and
Holly, because we get these all the time too.
It ranges from the most obvious - like saying
'at least he doesn't look disabled' - to giving
us the sympathetic head tilt and 'awww'
when we explain that he can't talk or walk

yet. I often try to use these situations as
opportunities to educate people about
ableism, but it depends on how much
caffeine I've had that morning! I don't mind
explaining why these kinds of reactions are
inappropriate if the person is willing to learn
and if I know their sentiment is one of
complete kindness. But sometimes there's a
level of wilful ignorance or a response like
'can't say anything these days' that infuriates
me.”

What �e some
misconceptions people
have about your
relationship with
your wh�lchair?
Holly: “People automatically believe my
relationship with my wheelchair is a sad,
angry tale. In reality it is the complete
opposite! Although it took some time to feel
this way, I have great love for my chair, it
allows me to be independent, leave my bed,
and be a social person. Perhaps one of the
biggest misconceptions is that I’m ‘stuck’ in
my chair or ‘wheelchair bound’. I can transfer
to other surfaces, and I get out of my chair
many times a day!

An important thing about me and my chair
that I don’t think many non-disabled people
understand is that my chair feels like an
extension of me and when someone touches
it, pushes it or moves it (especially with me in
it) without my permission I find it very
challenging to explain to them that it feels
like a violation of my space. After all, my back
rest is relatively low so they are inches away
from grabbing at my waist!”

Nicole: “That I’m completely ‘wheelchair
bound’, as much as I am theoretically, I can
still transfer out of it and sit in a different chair

for example. You wouldn’t say that
an able-bodied person is bound to a
bicycle when they use one!

It does essentially act as my legs
though, allowing me to access
places and be independent. It
provides me with freedom and I’m
forever grateful for that, so why
should I not embrace it? There are
lots of things I still can’t access but
being able to get out and about is a
positive in itself. My chair really
doesn’t define me, it helps me
continue to do the things I still can
do.”

Do you fi	 that
different
disabilities �e often
grouped together a	
what ki	 of effect
or consequences can
this have for people?
Holly: “I think education is needed in
terms of ‘not everyone is the same’.
Wheelchair users have such different
disabilities and even people with paralysis
have completely different experiences.

There are different types of wheelchairs,
such as active wheelchairs, which are ideal
for those with upper body mobility and more
independent lifestyles. Power wheelchairs
don’t need any manual propelling or pushing,
which gives those with upper body paralysis
freedom to control their own wheelchair
using a set of user controls like a joystick, as
well as offering more comfort and support.

I find many places accessible as an active
manual wheelchair user that a power
wheelchair user couldn’t. The people
designing the accessibility and requirements

can often make buildings unsuitable for
those with disabilities by assuming that
everyone has the same needs.”

Ruby: “I find that even in the subgroup of
neurodiversity we are grouped together, and
even just in autism. Everyone has an
assumption thinking everyone is the same
with the same experience and traits and it’s
just not true.

This has caused huge problems in the
diagnostic process and research itself into
autism, so it’s a wider issue. I think the world
does recognise subgroups of disability but
wont then go further to see that everyone is
just their own person.”

Deborah: “Absolutely. It seems to be
that people think you're either physically
disabled or you have learning difficulties - but
it's not either or. Disability comes in all
different forms. It can be immediately
obvious or it can be completely hidden. And
often, people's main point of reference for
disability is the mass media representation of
what that means.

For example, they might think all autistic 
people avoid eye contact, or that people who 
use a wheelchair should be in it 24/7. It's a 
dangerous form of gaslighting and ableism 
that can lead to disabled people not being 
taken seriously when they voice their needs 
or seek a diagnosis.”

What do you wish 
people u	erst�d 
be�er about being 
disabled?
Nicole: “Ultimately that disabled isn’t a
bad word! We need to start removing the 
stigma that disabled is a dirty or bad word 
and something that needs to be whispered. A 
lot of people may think that using the phrase 
‘differently abled’ is preferable but it’s 
completely up to the individual and it’s 
important that if someone identifies as 
disabled, this is how they should be 
addressed. Why shouldn’t we use the word? 
To most of the disabled community it really 
isn’t offensive and we embrace our 
differences. After all, they make us who we 
are!

It’s also important that you see the person 
not the disability. People need to be aware 
that disabled individuals aren’t completely 
helpless. Most of us have learnt routines that 
allow us to do things and if we tell you we 
don’t need help, we really don’t and please 
believe us. Don’t insist on helping, even 
though we appreciate your kindness in 
asking, helping doesn’t always actually help 
us, so don’t be offended if we politely decline 
your offer.

We’re also not necessarily brave, 
courageous or inspirational. Yes, many of us 

have been through a lot and it mainly comes 
from a loving place but we’re certainly not 
any braver for just being out in public and 
living our lives. Try and see us as ordinary 
people, as after all we are just like anyone 
else.”

Deborah: “For my son, I'd echo Nicole's
sentiments and say that 'disabled' isn't a dirty 
word. Just use it. My husband and I are not 
offended by it - it's simply a fact and it's a 
much more constructive, supportive label 
than 'special needs'. Our son is a regular kid 
who happens to be disabled. 

And for myself, as the parent of a disabled 
child, I'd like to see the well-worn adage of 
'special children are given to special parents' 
die out. We are not special - we were thrust 
on a wild journey for which we had no 
preparation and it's a struggle, every day. It's 
really, really hard. I think that kind of 
sentiment is popular because it provides a 
sanitised version of being a parent carer that 
makes people feel more comfortable about it. 
But we're not superheroes and implying that 
we are diminishes the hard work we put in 
every day. We're just regular people trying to 
get by, raise our son as best we can, and 
navigate a world that really isn't made for 
disabled people.”

Ruby: “I wish people understood that the
world really is made for non-disabled people, 
it’s everywhere you are. The music is loud, 
the steps don’t have ramp access, even jobs 
will all be set to accommodate non-disabled 
people. 

So when we need support society thinks we 
want more, but in reality we just want to be 
given the same opportunities. Just respect 
every single disabled person!”
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