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ñWhat a kid can do is so much more important than what (s) he canôt do.ò 

Tyler Greene, Kit Conference 2009 
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To our girls, families, volunteers and friends, 
 
From day one, almost 100 years ago, Girl Scouting has been about developing leadership 
abilities in girls, ALL girls.  We remain committed to creating an environment that is welcoming, 
accessible, and empowering. Girl Scouts of Eastern Massachusetts strives to ensure that girls 
of any ability level can fully experience the power of Girl Scouts and the many unique 
opportunities available throughout our entire council.   
 
We know that within our footprint one in five children is diagnosed with a disability.  
With effective and consistent inclusion programs, Girl Scouts of Eastern Massachusetts is able 
to welcome and include all girls in grades K-12 in a wealth of Girl Scout Leadership 
Experiences.  It is with pride and gratitude that we are able to provide so many wonderful 
opportunities for a girl to Discover herself and her values, Connect with and inspire others, and 
to Take Action to make the world a better place.  
 
This resource guide offers you a collection of information and ideas used to welcome all girls 
into Girl Scouting.  It connects families and volunteers with organizations which can provide 
more information and training. It also contains contact information for organizations which have 
specialty equipment and training, and where girls with and without disabilities can meaningfully 
participate in activities together.  With these resources, you can join us in working together to 
include all girls in the Girl Scout Leadership Experience. 
 
It is only through volunteers and families that Girl Scouts is available to all. Thank you for all you 
do to empower our girls to become leaders. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Ruth Bramson 
Chief Executive Officer 
Girl Scouts of Eastern MA 
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Inclusion Resource Guide 

 

About this Guide 

Girl Scouts of Eastern Massachusetts serves more than 45,000 girls ages 5-17 and 17,000 
adult volunteers in 178 communities across Eastern Massachusetts.  An estimated one in 
five girls in the United States has some type of disability.  Juliette Gordon Low, the founder 
of Girl Scouts, was partially deaf.  When she started Girl Scouts, she was determined that it 
was for ALL girls.  We have always welcomed girls with developmental disabilities, chronic 
health conditions and other special needs.  Today Girl Scouting has formal, effective 
inclusion programs in place, which bring opportunities to ALL girls and make it easy for them 
to participate.  Including everyone is the foundation upon which we build girls of courage, 
confidence and character who accept one another, and make the world a better place.   

In this guide you will find a list of excellent resources compiled through research, other 
publications, and our own experiences. It includes where to find information on specific 
disabilities, sporting and recreation, national resources, and other useful websites. 

Today, more than 1 in 5 girls ages 5-15 has a disability. Although we may not see a physical 
disability, girls with development delays, autism, Asperger's syndrome, oppositional defiance 
disorder and other "unseen" disabilities are part of Girl Scouting, and by creating an 
environment that is welcoming to ALL, girls with and without disabilities are more able to 
meaningfully participate in the premier leadership experience that Girl Scouting provides. 
Girls also learn that everyone has skills, abilities, and ideas to contribute to the group and 
the activity, and through this, develop life skills and the attitudes that let them include 
everyone.  

The first few pages offer suggestions on implementing the best inclusion practices- ways to 
include girls with disabilities in all aspects of Girl Scouting.  We hope you find this information 
useful, and thank you for helping us to provide a safe atmosphere where all girls can learn, 
grow, and develop courage, confidence, and character, to make the world a better place. 
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Disability Etiquette 
 

One in five children in America has a disability.  There is a good chance that you interact 
everyday with someone who has a disability, perhaps without even knowing it.  Sometimes 
people are uncomfortable around those with disabilities because they don't know how to act 
or what to say.  Here are some general tips to make communicating easier.   
 

 First and most important - people with disabilities, like everyone else, deserve to be 
treated with dignity and respect.  People with disabilities have different personalities and 
different preferences about how to do things.  To find out what a person prefers, ask. 

 

 When you meet someone with a disability, it is appropriate to shake hands - even if a 
person has limited hand use or artificial limbs.  Simply touch hands (or the person's 
prosthesis) to acknowledge his/her presence.  Shaking the left hand is also fine. 

 

 Always ask before you assist a person with a disability, and then listen carefully to any 
instructions.  Do not interfere with a person's full control over his/her own assistive 
devices.  For example, before you push someone who uses a wheelchair, make sure to 
ask if they want to be pushed.  Likewise, never move crutches or communication boards 
out of the reach of their owners without permission. 

 

 Remember, most people with disabilities want to serve as well as be served and enjoy 
assisting others. Everyone has something to contribute to the activity, conversation, or 
group. 

 

 Usually people with disabilities do not want to make the origin or details of their disability 
the first topic of conversation.  In general, it's best not to ask personal questions until 
you've become real friends. 

 

 Be considerate of the extra time it might take a person with a disability to get some things 
done, speak their sentence, or get from place to place.  

 

 Speak directly to the person with a disability rather than to a companion or sign language 
interpreter who may be along. 

 

 Relax.  Don't be embarrassed to use common expressions such as "I've got to run now," 
"See you later," or "Have you heard about" even if the person doesn't run, see or hear 
well.  People with disabilities use these phrases all the time. 

 

 Some terms that might have sounded acceptable in the past, such as "crippled", "deaf 
and dumb" and "wheelchair-bound" are no longer accepted by people with disabilities.  
Many have negative associations.  Instead say "person with a disability," "Mary is deaf (or 
hard of hearing)" "Denise uses a wheelchair," and "Joe has mental retardation." This type 
of language focuses on the person first, and their disability afterwards. 
 

 Avoid excessive praise when people with disabilities accomplish normal tasks.  Living 
with a disability is an adjustment, one most people have to make at some point in their 
lives, and does not require exaggerated compliments. 
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 Don't lean on a person's wheelchair - it's considered an extension of personal space. 
 When you talk to a person in a wheelchair for more than a few minutes, try to sit down so 
 that you will be at eye level with that person. 
 

 Don't pet a service animal while it's working.   
 

 Give unhurried attention to a person who has difficulty speaking.  Don't pretend to 
understand when you don't ï ask the person to repeat what they said.  Be prepared for 
people to use electronics to communicate - apps like "locabulary" or iPhone apps can be 
used for communication by those who need them. 

 

 Speak calmly, slowly and directly to a person who is hard of hearing.  Don't shout or 
speak in the person's ear.  Your facial expressions, gestures, and body movements help 
in understanding.  If you're not certain that you've been understood, write your message. 

 

 Greet a person who is visually impaired by 
telling the person your name and where 
you are.  When you offer walking 
assistance, let the person take your arm 
and then tell him or her when you are 
approaching inclines or turning right or 
left. 

 

 Be aware that there are many people with 
disabilities that are not apparent.  Just 
because you cannot see a disability does 
not mean it doesn't exist. 

 

 Whatever you do, don't let fear of saying or doing something "wrong" prevent you from 
getting to know someone who has a disability.  If you are unsure of what to say when you 
first meet, try "hello."  

 

 Make community events available to everyone. Asses the locations accessibility - is 
parking nearby? How many steps are there? Is the room and space quiet? Will there be 
an overhead projection of the speaker? Large print materials? Big signs? How are the 
restrooms accessed? Is there an accessible stall/sink? Is the meeting space or event 
accessible - are chairs or tables spaced far enough apart to accommodate 
walkers/wheelchairs/crutches? Thinking these things through ahead of time makes it 
easier for everyone! 
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Adapting Everyday Activities 
 

 
These tips were compiled from several sources, including the New Jersey MAP to Inclusive 
Child Care, the KITS Program of San Diego, VSA Arts and the Institute for Community Inclusion 
at UMASS Boston.  Keep in mind that effective teaching of any activity is interactive and 
responds to participantsô varying learning styles, providing them with opportunities to learn and 
demonstrate their skills in a variety of ways. 
 
 
General tips 
 

 Always consider multiple ways to introduce any activity ï consider all your senses. 

 Attempt to promote inclusion of all children into activities.  If you notice one child who 
does not participate, talk to them about it.  Work with the child, other staff, or other 
children in the program in order to strategize ways to include the child in activities. 

 Use pictures on a calendar or schedule to organize sequences of time for part of a day, 
week, month or year (from the New Jersey MAP to Inclusive Child Care). 

 Children with learning disabilities may respond well to routines. 

 Establish and maintain routines (first flag ceremony, then craft, then game). 

 Children with autism may respond well to pictures and music ï you can use pictures or 
songs to represent clubs or activities.  Connect pictures or songs to a calendar and allow 
the child to choose activities.  Velcro works great for picture calendars! 

 Use and refer to a visible schedule of what is going on regularly. 

 Design activities with plenty of extra time for children who need it. 

 Circulate and give personal cues to children who need help monitoring the pace of their 
work, and incorporate cues as to when changes are nearing. 

 Develop clear, simple ways to indicate the many meanings of ñnoò (i.e., ñI donôt want 
thatò, I donôt want to do thatò, ñI need help doing thatò, ñI need a break from thatò, etc.). 

 Develop self-calming strategies. 

 Ask before providing assistance, and when assistance is required, provide only the 
amount that is needed. 

 Establish an acceptable method for children to ask for time alone and provide a safe 
place for a child to be alone and calm. 

 Create an area where a child can go and be quiet and re-organize her thoughts. This can 
simply be a chair set away from the group, designed for that purpose, and open to 
anyone 

 Always stress the positive, de-emphasize the negative 

 Be consistent 
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Arts/Activities tips 
 

 Use a sequence of steps that is logical and predictable to the child 

 Make sure materials are easily accessible for anyone with physical disabilities.  Use wide 
pencils for an easier hand grip, squeeze scissors, large containers for paint or paste; use 
store bought foam hair curlers over pencils and brushes, use roll-on applicators or 
sponges for painting (from Star with the Arts, VSA). 

 Once things are in motion, continue to circulate among children. Give direction to those 
who need more specific instructions 

 Encourage cooperation between all students. 

 Help children know what is expected and how to complete a task independently. 

 Stabilize objects in the art work by taping down paper, using scoot guard or putting heavy 
objects in water cups to prevent tipping. 

 Label areas and belongings with clear symbols. 

 Familiarize yourself with adaptive arts activities and materials. 

 Allow children to transition during an activity at their own pace, giving plenty of visual and 
spoken cues as to time constraints. 

 
 
 
 
 


