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Awareness and Attitude Development Toward Individuals with Disabilities

Awareness regarding individuals with disabilities involves not only having knowledge about the subject but also developing appropriate attitudes, questioning prejudices and exhibiting inclusive behaviors. Disability is defined as a condition arising from a mismatch between an individual’s physical, sensory, cognitive or psychological characteristics and societal expectations or environmental arrangements (WHO, 2021). Therefore, instead of evaluating disability solely as an individual “impairment,” considering it together with social and environmental factors forms the basis of contemporary approaches (Shakespeare, 2013).
When societal awareness is limited, individuals with disabilities may be exposed to exclusion, misunderstanding, overprotectiveness, pity-based perspectives or discrimination. Such attitudes often stem from lack of knowledge, prejudice and social distance (UNICEF, 2020). It is important not to view individuals with disabilities merely as “people who need help.” This perspective restricts the individual’s participation in society and also makes it difficult for typically developing individuals to build healthy social relationships with people who have disabilities (Ainscow, 2005).
Attitude and behavior change involves cognitive, emotional and behavioral components. The cognitive dimension refers to having accurate knowledge about disability; the emotional dimension refers to developing empathy and acceptance; and the behavioral dimension refers to demonstrating inclusive actions (Hewstone & Stroebe, 2021). When these three components develop together, genuine awareness emerges.
One effective method for fostering positive attitudes toward individuals with disabilities is the contact theory. According to Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, when individuals engage in meaningful, equal-status and cooperative interactions with different groups, prejudices decrease. For this reason, conducting joint activities, participating in shared projects or sharing common social environments with individuals both with and without disabilities in schools and daily life contributes to the development of positive attitudes.
Another important process is empathy-based awareness. Supporting students to understand disability not only conceptually but also emotionally through stories, case studies, shared experiences and guidance activities strengthens this awareness (Sarı, 2019). As empathy increases, overprotective, pity-based or avoidance-oriented attitudes toward individuals with disabilities decrease.
The language used in society is also a determining factor in the development of awareness. Person-first language (such as “individual with a disability” instead of “disabled person”) reduces limiting perspectives that define an individual solely by their disability and promotes respectful communication (MoNE, 2018).
An inclusive society enhances the quality of life not only for individuals with disabilities but for everyone. Research shows that students who grow up in inclusive classrooms and school environments develop stronger skills in empathy, cooperation, social responsibility and respect for differences (Ainscow, 2005). In this context, awareness is not merely a level of knowledge but a fundamental condition for social harmony and societal development.
In conclusion, developing awareness toward individuals with disabilities requires holistically addressing the processes of obtaining information, building empathy and exhibiting inclusive behaviors. December 3rd, International Day of Persons with Disabilities, is not just a day of awareness but an important reminder for strengthening a culture of equality, respect, and accessibility across all segments of society. Developing positive attitudes toward disability enhances the quality of life of individuals with disabilities and contributes to the construction of a more inclusive and informed society.
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