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Neighbourhood House Dialogues on Inclusivity and People with Developmental Disabilities.  

Background 
On November 12, Building Caring Communities hosted a dialogue on 

Inclusivity and People with Developmental Disabilities. We invited staff from 
neighbourhood houses in the Vancouver and Burnaby area to participate. 
This is the first dialogue.  
 

The motivation for this dialogue was sparked by interviews that were 
conducted by Community Connectors working at Building Caring 
Communities with various community organizations. Of all the 
organizations that we work with, we found that Neighbourhood Houses 
were important partners that complimented our work in connecting people 
with developmental disabilities in community. Hence, there was a desire to 
engage staff and volunteers from different Neighbourhood Houses to share 
their experiences and insights around engaging people with developmental 
disabilities.  
 

Learnings 
We asked participants why they participated in this dialogue and the 

following learning desires were shared among the group.  
 

● How to be more inclusive; 
● Integrating people with disabilities into programs as 

volunteers; 
● Creating welcoming spaces for people with disabilities; 
● Engaging ways to incorporate more people with disabilities 

into the neighbourhood houses in various capacities.  
● How to raise awareness about people with disabilities in other 

people who are not labeled.  
● How to work more effectively and equitably with people with 

developmental disabilities;  
● How can neighbourhood houses tap into the skills of people 

with developmental disabilities; 
● Getting feedback on assumptions and feelings around people 

with developmental disabilities.  
● How can Building Caring Communities work together with 

Neighbourhood House to develop opportunities that better 
engage and include people with developmental disabilities.  
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Findings 
We also asked participants about their experience engaging with 

people with disabilities and this is what they shared.  
 

● Providing meaningful roles for people with disabilities takes 
longer but it is worth it! 

● We are learning how to talk to them like how we talk to 
everyone else. 

● Engaging with people with disabilities is teaching us how to 
have respect for humanity.  

● It is hard to expect already having life challenges, i.e. old age, 
poverty, housing issues, on welfare, addictions issues, etc. to 
accept or engage with people with developmental disabilities.  

● Staffs are overworked and there is not enough space for staff to 
take on learning that is critical to engaging people with 
developmental disabilities.  

● Staffs don’t often have appropriate skills and mentality to 
engage with people with developmental disabilities.  

● Don’t make a big deal! Set boundaries and address issues and 
conflicts directly like you would with anyone else. Just because 
someone has a developmental disability doesn’t mean that they 
deserve to be treated as “lesser” or more “gentle”. Interactions 
and responses built upon fear and uncertainty creates more 
barriers. Simply engage directly with respect and love.  
  

Further Questions  
The dialogue revealed a high desire to tackle very specific questions 

around community connecting and engaging people with developmental 
disabilities. The group came up with these questions as a basis for future 
follows to be turn into actions.  
 

● How do we overcome the fear of being impolite to people with 
developmental disabilities? This question emphasized the 
importance of political correctness and how we can overcome 
this fear so as to better engage people with developmental 
disabilities on a human level rather than through labels.  

● Diversability, what is it? 
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● What does an ideal connection for someone with 
developmental disabilities look like? 

● How does someone, for example, a staff at the neighbourhood 
house fade out of dependency from a person with 
developmental disability? This question revolves around the 
existing work that Community Connectors at Building Caring 
Communities are doing with people with developmental 
disabilities. There is a desire to explore how community 
connectors structure a fade out phase that fosters more trust 
and independence in the people with developmental 
disabilities.  

● How do we manage expectations and assumptions of people 
with developmental disabilities? Participants expressed that a 
lot of times when engaging with people with developmental 
disabilities, they rely on support workers when they are 
available instead of engaging directly with the person they 
serve. Also, because of the existing condition of disability, staff 
had found it challenging to manage their expectations of 
people with developmental disabilities, not knowing often how 
much more time is needed for successful engagement.  

● How can Building Caring Communities collaborate with 
Neighbourhood Houses to develop training for staff and 
volunteers? 

● Is it possible for Neighbourhood Houses to work with 
volunteer ambassadors who are trained in inclusivity?  

 

Sticks and Leaves 
At the end of the session, we asked participants to share their “Sticks 

and Leaves” – what stuck with them during this session that they were 
bringing back to their Neighbourhood House and what they are leaving 
behind. 

 
Sticks 

● Reiterating that inclusivity is what we practice with 
everybody, not just with marginalized communities; we must 
overcome our fear of talking to people with developmental 
disabilities.  

● There is a need for education and training for staff and other 
Neighbourhood House participants, possibly delivered in 
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collaboration with Building Caring Communities. This also 
reduced the need to add workload on stuff.  

● Adopting focus on a positive attitude: "This will be great! 
Working with people is worth it - everybody, all abilities". 

● Don't make a big deal out of asking for behaviour change. 
When behaviours are challenging, it is important to remember 
that just because someone have developmental challenges 
doesn’t mean they need to be treated unequally as others. One 
can address issues the same way it’s addressed with others 
without the labels. All it matters is to ask and handle with care 
and respect. When in doubt, ask the person involved sincerely 
how best to direct the conversation.  

● Creating and holding space for new people to ask questions 
and clarify/introduce inclusivity and on disabilities. For 
example, introducing a new volunteer or participant to 
inclusivity guidelines that also includes people with 
developmental disabilities.  

● It is worthwhile to discuss with teams on what "inclusivity" 
mean to each of them, as well as to the Neighbourhood Houses 
and how they might expand their definition to truly “include” 
all people. 
 

Leaves 
● Leave expectations behind. Practice patience. 
● Leave behind the "this is hard" attitude in regards to 

coordinating programs that have people with developmental 
disabilities.  

● Leaving behind my feeling that I am alone in addressing these 
tough questions of engaging people with disabilities.  

● Leaving behind feeling awkward around people with 
disabilities.  

● Leaving behind language that divides (e.g. abled/disabled) 
 

Future Action 
A follow up session to this dialogue is currently planned for late 

January/early February of 2016.  
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