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• “Disability is cross-cultural, gender and generational. People 

with disabilities also want to see their images reflected in the 

entertainment they watch.”

• In film there are both positive and negative portrayals of people 

with disabilities and special needs

• In 1990, the signing of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

became the first news story on disability issues to become a 

lead story on cable news broadcaster CNN

• “Disability in the arts”-the ability to include people with 

disabilities in film and other art subtopics

• Subtle disabilities have been presented in film since silence 

film, disabled war veterans were the first characters displayed 

as having a disability in film

• Rain Man 1987 film on Autism was thrown on people in society 

and used repeatedly as a new household word

• Use of sign language was the first disability displayed in film 

before any other area such as blindness or physical disability

• The proportion of men to women that are portrayed as 

people with disabilities in movies is 3:2

• The depiction of disability in the media plays a major role in forming 

public perception of people with disabilities. Perceptions created by the 

media informs the way people with disabilities are treated in society. 

"The media have been cited as a key site for the reinforcement of 

negative images and ideas in regard to people with disabilities.” Use of 

Disabled Stereotypes

• The media continue to enforce disability stereotypes portray people with 

disabilities in a negative un-empowering way.

• In his1991 study, Paul Hunt identified 10 stereotypes that the media use 

to portray people with disabilities: 

~The disabled person as pitiable or pathetic

~An object of curiosity or violence

~Sinister or evil

~The super cripple

~As atmosphere

~Laughable

~His/her own worst enemy

~As a burden

~As Non-sexual

~Being unable to participate in daily life

• People with disabilities over the years have been marginalized within 

and through the media. These areas are as follows: 

~The media still tends to use the medical model of disability

~The focus is on the impairment more than the individual

~People with disabilities are under-represented both in terms of 

employment in the media & portrayal in the media

~Lots of media forms are inaccessible and broadcasting tends to be at 

inaccessible times

~People with disabilities cross all diversity lines: ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, gender identity and/or expression, age, or gender.

• According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 51 percent of all people with 

disabilities are female, while 37 percent of all people with disabilities 

identified as something other than white non-Hispanic/Latino. (2010 

Census figures are due this fall.) 

• “Of the five major characters with disabilities on prime-time network 

television—down from six in the previous season—all five are white and 

four are male. According to 2000 U.S. Census data, 51 percent of all 

people with disabilities classified as female and 37 percent of all people 

with disabilities are something other than white.” –GLAAD

Positive Perception: The positive portrayals give us hope, inspiration, 

education and a sense of dignity

Negative Perception: The negative portrayals give us a misperception, 

false advertising, and negative images of how people with disabilities are 

unsuccessful in life 

“Wholly, film as a medium is a popular and socially shaping force. It is a 

force that has portrayed people with disabilities for a number of years 

through a narrative of, “despair, catastrophe, loss, excess, suffering, and 

relentless cure-seeking that we tell about disability”

•Special Olympics Website: Changing Attitudes changing the world 

http://www.specialolympics.org/uploadedFiles/LandingPage/WhatWeDo/Research_Studies_Desciption_Pages/Policy_paper_med

ia_portrayal.pdf

•Autism at home Series: The Portrayal of Disability Through Film http://www.autismathomeseries.com/library/2009/08/the-

portrayal-of-disability-through-film-part-2

•Imdb: Reviews and ratings for 50 first dates. (2009, June 2). Retrieved from http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0343660/reviews-439

•Of mice and men mental disability: discussion on mental disability. (2011, May 29). Retrieved from 

http://www.miceandmenmental.blogspot.com

• Reyonds, D. (2002, January 23). "i am sam" challenges notions of competence and family. Retrieved from 

www.inclusiondaily/com/news/special/iamsam.htm

• Tbi: Related movies. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.sossison.com/blog/tbimovies.html

• Wilkins, W. (2011, June 26). Movie analysis: symbolism in forrest gump. Retrieved from www.helium.com

• http://www.iampwd.org/study-reveals-continued-lack-characters-disabilities-television Inclusinon in the Arts and Media of 

People with Disabilities

•I AM PWD. (2013). Study Reveals Continued Lack of Characters with Disabilities on Television. SAG-AFTRA, Inc. Wood, L. 

(2012). 

•A Critical Analysis Overview of the media. http://www.disabilityplanet.co.uk/critical-analysis.html

•Disabled World: World Facts and Statistics on Disabilities and Disability Issues"http://www.disabled-

world.com/disability/statistics/">http://www.disabled-world.com/disability/statistics/</a>

Occurrences of the 5 most common characteristics portrayed in the 

media of people with intellectual disabilities-

entertainment and print media

Behavior Displayed Entertainment Media Print Media

Engaging in simple conversation 64.1% 39.9%

Sustaining a friendship 26.3% 24.8%

Mainstream Activities 19.5% 55.9%

Coordination 13.1% 34.4%

Reading or doing math 5.1% 14.1%

Miracle Run (G) 2004

~Stephen and Philip-two siblings with autism 

Positive-natural process of finding out a family member is 

special needs; Stephen and Philip, sons of Corrine Morgan-Thomas find out 

that they have autism. Corrine has a hard time believing this is true and 

doesn't believe the doctors. Once she comes to terms with it, her husband 

tells her he doesn't want to deal with them, so she leaves him. In the end, 

the boys prove that if they set their heart to anything they can succeed. 

Although this once was a struggle for the mother, the boys show her that 

they can truly be like any other child.

Finding Nemo (G) 2004

~Nemo-deformity of his body (fin)

Positive-Nemo has a small deformed fin due to the

fatal attack on his mother and the rest of her eggs. 

Throughout the movie, Nemo shows that his fin isn't 

going to get in the way by pushing through all of his 

obstacles. People with disabilities are frequently underestimated. This is 

displayed when Marlin (Nemo's father) is very over protective of him. Nemo 

swims out into the deep section of the sea to prove his independence and 

gets caught by a scuba diver. Nemo and his friends find a way to escape 

from the fish tank and back into his fathers arms.

Miracle in Lane 2 (G) 2000

~Justin-Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus, and learns to live life in a 

wheelchair

Positive-He learns to overcome obstacles, being persistent,

and working with mentors. He finds a Soapbox racer in his

neighbor's shed and wants to participate in soapbox racing.

He finds a true love and a talent for the sport. 

Secret Garden (G) 1993, British drama/fantasy

~Colin-issue with his spine that needs a wheelchair 

Positive- A young boy has a physical disability (unidentified 

issue with his spine). A cousin of his befriends him and gets 

him to go outside into the garden for the first time in years. He 

slowly begins to heal and is walking at the end due to the 

“magic” and love of the family together. 

The Other Sister (PG) 1999

~Carla-intellectual disability

Positive-24 year old female with an intellectual disability

becomes independent, finding an apartment and a boyfriend. She goes 

against her high status family providing all the resources needed.  Carla is 

determined and is independent and found to be successful in the end 

without the help of her parents.  

50 First Dates (PG13) 2004

~Lucy Whitmore – Traumatic Brain Injury 

Negative- Lucy was in a car accident and can not form new memories after 

the accident. Her family and friends are so invested

in keeping her happy that they actually cause more

confusion in her life. The family and friends pretend 

that every day was the same day. Whenever Lucy 

finds out what her family and friends are doing for 

her, she is confused and terrified that she has been held back from her life. 

Then she meets a man named Henry who falls in love with her and tries to 

help her remember so she can move on with her life. 

Accommodations- Henry made videos that Lucy could watch every day 

when she woke up in the morning. The video started from the car accident 

to the present day she was living with Henry. 

Of Mice and Men (PG13) 1992

~Lennie- Mental Disability

Negative- Lennie travels and works on farms with his best friend George. 

Lennie looks to George for help even though George makes rude 

comments towards Lennie such as calling him an idiot. Lennie is a gentle 

giant that doesn’t know his own strength. He 

accidently kills a puppy and a woman. In the end, 

George kills Lennie. 

Accommodations- None. Lennie does not grow 

intellectually or go through experiences to help him 

succeed as an independent person. 

Forrest Gump  (PG13) 1994

~Forrest Gump- learning disability

Positive- Forrest has an IQ of 75 and has a learning disability. The movie 

spans over several decades of Forrest’s life.  Even though Forrest has a 

disability, he witnesses and influences 20th century events in

the United States.  As a boy, Forrest faces many struggles 

including bullies but he is able to overcome them and 

accomplish many great things. 

Accommodations- Forrest was born with strong legs, but 

with a crooked back. When he was a boy he had to wear leg

braces to help him with his mobility. One day when he starts to run, the leg 

braces break off which surprises all of Forrest’s bullies. 

I Am Sam (PG13) 2001

~Sam Dawson-Intellectual disability

Negative/ Positive- Sam Dawson is a parent that gets caught up in the 

legal and social service systems. He is a single parent trying to raise his 

newborn child Lucy. A social worker gets involved and decides that Sam 

has the mental capacity of a 7 year old child and cannot take care of Lucy. 

When Lucy was living with her father she realized he had a disability. She 

started to hold her intelligence back to avoid looking smarter than her 

father. Eventually the father hires a lawyer, Rita Harrison, who decides to 

take the case free of charge. She becomes annoyed with him easily, but 

comes to learn to love Sam as he shares and teaches love to others. 

Accommodation- There are positive supporting roles such as his friends 

and the lawyer that help him raise Lucy.
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