
Rights of People with Disabilities - 2016 
Throughout the nation’s history, people with disabilities have made great strides towards equality and 
inclusion. The sad truth is that people with disabilities have not always been treated with respect, 
dignity or courtesy. 

In 1927, the US Supreme Court ruled in Buck v. Bell that a Virginia law allowing sterilization of people 
with disabilities without their consent was constitutional. Thirty-four states followed Virginia’s lead and 
passed non-voluntary sterilization laws themselves. Nearly 50 years later, an investigative report by 
Geraldo Rivera exposed the horrible living conditions and neglect that individuals with disabilities were 
subjected to at a state-run institution in New York. The institution remained open for 15 more years 
before finally closing. These are not isolated examples. 

This dark past is just that, the past. George Santayana is credited with saying, “Those who cannot 
remember the past are doomed to repeat it.” This is exactly why people with developmental disabilities 
are protective of the rights they have earned. We know today that people with disabilities are valuable 
contributors to society. Stephen Hawking, Franklin Roosevelt and Helen Keller are just a few of the 
dynamic and world changing individuals with disabilities who have graced modern times. 

Ohio law has, for nearly 30 years now, guaranteed specific rights to individuals with developmental 
disabilities. These rights were drafted and passed by the Ohio General Assembly with the input of 
individuals with disabilities. Simple rights such as the right to courtesy and respect, food adequate to 
meet accepted standards of nutrition, and the right to timely access to appropriate medical treatment 
seem almost absurd to appear in law, yet they are necessary to ensure that humanity does not repeat 
the past. 

One of the rights listed in Section 5123.62 of the Ohio Revised Code is paramount to individuals with 
disabilities. This is the right to participate in decisions that affect their lives. This is a fundamental right 
that can be fraught with pitfalls when an individual’s decision does not conform to the desires or wishes 
of a loved one or family member. For example, an adult without a disability may choose to smoke 
cigarettes, a socially unacceptable practice, but one in which the individual has the ability to decide for 
themselves if they wish to do. This right protects the individual’s choice when it does not coincide with 
the viewpoint of others, even if it is an unhealthy choice.  

Other rights that reflect this important belief is the right to recommend changes in policies and services 
without reprisal and to participate in the political process. When there are attempts to change public 
policies that impact individuals with developmental disabilities, policymakers should include individuals 
with disabilities to ensure their input is included.  

 

 

  



 

Person First Talking Points: 
For a long time, people with disabilities were not treated very well by others. But 
in the last 40 years, things have changed for the better. That’s because people 
with disabilities and their family members have fought for their rights. At the 
federal level, laws like the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Rehabilitation 
Act have given people with disabilities a chance to be treated as equals. In Ohio, 
we have a law that spells out what rights people with disabilities have, like the 
right to be treated with respect and like a person with feelings. These rights 
belong to people with disabilities and should never be changed without 
considering what people with disabilities think. 

Listed below are examples of what you can say to your legislator about this issue: 

Hi, my name is _____________________________. 

I live in ___________________________________. 

I am a person like everyone else, I just have needs that are different. 

My needs should never be a reason for someone to treat me like less of a 
person. 

The law says people with disabilities have a right to be treated with respect, the 
right to privacy and the right to be treated equally as citizens.  

One right in the law is the right to participate in decisions that affect me.  

I like making my own choices.  

 

 (You can give them a copy of the fact sheet if you’d like.) 


