
Give Us Jobs, 
Not Admiration 

BY KRIC BICil.KH 

Many disabled 
college graduates 
are well educated, 
highly motivated 
and unemployed 
for months 

Tuesday 
I have another job interview Like most I 

have had so far, it will probably end with the all-too- 
familiar words, "Well let you know of our decision 
in a few days.” 

Many college graduates searching for their first 
career job might simply accept that response as, "Sorry, 
we're not interested in you," and blame the rejection on 

inexperience or had chemistry. For myself and other dis- 
abled people, however, this response often seems to indicate 
something more worrisome: a reluctance to hire the handi- 
capped even w hen they're qualified I have been confined to 
a wheelchair since 1974, w hen a high-school diving accident 
left me paralyzed from the chest down. Hut that didn't 
prevent me from earning a bachelor's in social work in 1983, 
and I am now finishing up a master's degree in business and 
industrial management, specializing in employee relations 
and human-resource development. 

Our government spends a great deal of money to help the 
handicapped, but it does not necessarily spend it all wisely. 
For example, in 1985 Ohio’s Bureau of Vocational Rehabili- 
tation i BYR spent more than $4 million in tuition and other 
e.\|K*nses so t hat disabled students could obtain college edu- 
cation. BYR's philosophy isthat theamount of money spent 
educating students will be repaid in disabled employees’ 
taxes 1 he agency assists graduates by offering workshops 
on resume writing and interviewing techniques, skills many 
already learned in college. BYR also maintains files of 
resumes that are matched with help-wanted notices from 
local companies and employs placement specialists to work 
directly with graduates during their job search. 

Kven with all this assistance, however, graduates still 
have trouble get ting hired. Such programs might do better if 
t hey concentrated on the percept ions of employers as well as 
t heskillsof applicants. More important, improvingcontacts 
with prospective employers might encourage them to ac- 
tivelv recruit the disabled. 

Often, projects that Jo show promise don't get the chance 
to thrive. I was both a client and an informal consultant to 
one program. Careers for the Disabled in Dayton, which 
asked local executives to make a commitment to hire dis- 
abled applicants whenever possible I found this strategy to 
he on target, si nee support fora project is more likely when it 
is ordered from the top. The program also offered free 
training seminars to corporations on how they can work 
effectively with the disabled candidate. In April of 1P86— 

lt*ss than a year after it was started and after only three 
disabled people were placed the program was discontin- 
ued because, according to the director, they had "no luck at 

getting [enough] corporations to join the program." 
Corporations need to take a more independent and active 

part in hiring qualified handicapp'd persons. Today’s com- 

panies try to show a willingness to innovate, and hiring 
|K*ople like myself would enhance that image. Madison 
Avenue has finally recognized that the disabled are also 
consumers; more and more often, commercials include 
them. Hut advertisers could break down even more stereo- 

types. 1 would like to see one of those Hewlett-Packard 
commercials, for instance, show an employee racing down 
the sidewalk in his wheelchair, pulling alongside a pay 
phone and calling a colleague to ask "What if ?” 

t orporate recruiters also need to be better prepared lor 
meeting with disabled applicants. They should be ready to 
answer queries about any barriers that their building’s 
design may |>ose, and t hey should be forthright about asking 
their own questions. It’s understandable that employers are 

afraid to mention matters that are highly personal and may 
prove embarrassing—or, even worse, discriminatory. 
1'here’s nothing wrong, however, with an employer reassur- 

ing him-or herselfabout whetheran applicant will be able to 
reach files, operate computers or even get into the bath- 
room. Until interviewers change their style, disabled appli- 
cants need to initiate discussion of disability-related issues. 

Cosmetic acts: Government has tried to improve hiring for 
the disabled through Affirmative Action programs. The 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 says institutions or programs 
receiving substantial amounts of federal money can’t dis- 
criminate on the basis of handicap. Yet 1 was saddened and 
surprised to discover how many companiesspend much time 
and money writing great affirmative-action and equal-op- 
portunity guidelines but little time following them. Then 
there are the cosmetic acts, such as the annual National 
Employ the Handicapped Week every October. If President 
Reagan ior anyone else! wants to help the disabled with 
proclamations, more media exposure is necessary. I found 
out about the last occasion in 1985 from a brief article on the 
back of a campus newspaper—a week after it had happened. 

As if other problems were not enough, the disabled who 
search unsuccessfully for employment often face a loss of 
self-esteem and worth. In college, many disabled people I 
have talked to worked hard toward a degree so they would be 
prepared for jobs after graduation. Now they look back on 
their four or more years as wasted time. For these individ- 
uals, the days of earning good grades and accomplishing 
tough tasks fade away, leaving only frustrating memories. 
'Today’s job market is competitive enough without prejudice 
adding more "handicaps.” 

About that interview five minutes into it, I could feel 
the atmosphere chill. The interviewer gave me general 
information instead of trying to find out if I was right for the 
job. I’ve been there before. Then the session closed with a 
handshake, and those same old words: "We’ll let you know.” 
They said 1 should be so proud of myself for doing what I am 

doing. I hat s what t hey always say. I’m tired of hearing how 
courageous 1 am. So are other disabled people. We need jobs, 
and we want to work like anyone else. 

But still, I remain an optimist. I know someday soon a 

company will be smart enough to realize how much 1 have to 
offer them in both my head and my heart. 

Maybe then I’ll hear the words so many of us really want 
to hear: "You’re hired.” 

Kru-Bigler is fin ish ng h is master's degree a t Wrigh t Stu te 
at the end of the summer, and is still looking fora job. 


