
 
 

 

Semantics—Worthwhile Or Not? 

I have never been convinced that a semantics 

strategy was very powerful for changing how 

people with employment barriers got jobs 

especially people with disabilities. I have seen 

name changes for various disabilities and know 

they reflect how people want to see themselves. 

This I respect. I believe you have the right to call 

yourself what you want and not have to be named 

what other people want to call you. I know this 

ability to choose or influence names and labels is 

powerful for an individual’s self-confidence. It 

helps people not internalize negative labels they 

may have had to live with all their lives.  

 

But in all truthfulness I did not believe semantics 

impacted the chance to go to work. More self-

confident positively impacts the individual’s 

presentation and helps representation by a job 

developer. This was good but not necessarily 

enough to get the job. 

 

Recently, I have begun to change my mind, 

moving from the doubter to a semantics 

supporter. When people change the label they 

have been assigned by others it gives them 

power to take back what is theirs. There are 

things we professionals can do with this power 

and have a more direct impact on employment 

outcomes.  

 

Us thinking in terms more positive instead of 

using names that compensate for the negatives 

perceptions attached to a label can be a useful 

tool. It will build job developer self-confidence and 

reflect in our success with the employer. 

 

Job developers must explain accommodation to 

employers when candidates use it to get a job 

done. Accommodation is commonly sold to the 

employer as a compensatory solution to help the 

person with the disability perform the job.  

 

This type of explanation weakens our case. It 

makes the person with a disability look like they 

need something special or extra to meet the 

common performance standard. They may well 

need that. It’s just that we don’t need to talk or 

think about accommodations as an extra to 

compensate for the disability.  

 

We need to think about and describe 

accommodations as tools like other tools anyone 

else uses to get a job done. Who really cares 

about how a job is done or the tools used to do it 

as long as the job is done to the employer’s 

satisfaction. We should articulate that our person 

comes with some tools like JAWS to accomplish 

the assigned task not to overcome their sight 

issues. Accommodations are tools for our 

candidates to do the job not compensation for the 

disability. It is best thought of and presented as 

such.  

 

The more we visualize that the accommodations 

are tools and not compensation the more our 

candidates are seen as appropriate applicants 

and not people needing that extra help. We can 

even see ourselves as professionals who build 

tools for people to do their jobs. 



 
 

 

Lets stop talking about candidates as if there is 

something lacking and our services bridge the 

gap not there with other applicants. We are 

implying a measurement of our candidates with 

barriers against those without. It does our cause 

no good. Our candidates are candidates like 

anyone else who may need specific tools to get a 

job done. Our focus should be on getting the job 

done and not compensating for a perceived 

weakness in our candidate. 

 

Employment barriers really to not actually exist. 

We have come to believe that they do and talk to 

employers like an employment barrier is real. But 

the candidate is blind, Allen, my colleagues will 

tell me—there is a barrier. My reply is that there is 

blindness but there is not a barrier. 

 

Employment barriers exist in the perception of the 

employer not in reality. It is the employer’s 

perception of blindness that creates a barrier to 

employment not the blindness itself. We need to 

manage the employer’s perception of doing the 

job done not compensating for the blindness. By 

our focusing on the blindness with explanation 

about how accommodation compensates for the 

loss of vision we focus on the blindness and not 

getting the job done.  

 

If we focus on how with our candidate and with 

their tools can get the job done than the blindness 

becomes irrelevant. Who cares who and how you 

get the job done if the issue is getting the job 

done. Lets talk about it that way and the 

employment barrier and blindness issue will go 

away.  

 

Let me give you an example. Mr./Ms. Employer I 

want to tell you about how my candidate Allen 

Anderson can meet your needs for doing this 

computer job. I want to outline how we will 

address your needs for reliability so you can relax 

that the job is being done consistently, for 

production so you can be sure your company will 

meet it’s deadlines and for fit with fellow 

employees so you are not acting as a referee with 

staff. 

 

I am proposing Allen Anderson who uses the 

JAWS tool, and any other needed computer 

programs needed, to ensure we can meet your 

production requirements. We are confident in 

Allen Anderson’s reliability as we test for this by 

asking for reliable attendance and performance 

before we recommend a candidate to an 

employer. Finally, although I cannot be absolutely 

sure Allen will get along well with everyone he 

has a positive personality and has been a good 

team member on any project we have put him on. 

I am recommending Allen Anderson as a 

hardworking and motivated candidate for your 

computer job. 

 

Focusing on getting the job done and how we 

know the candidate can meet the employers 

needs makes the disability irrelevant in the 

equation. The regular focus on making the 

candidate look and appear normal because we 

compensate for the disability has created 

semantics of neediness and weakness in our 

candidate’s image. The employer is making the 

decision based on perception and not reality and 

we need to contribute positively to this 

perception. Lets change the semantics for 

ourselves and for everyone else. 


