
Work 53 (2016) 455–456
DOI:10.3233/WOR-152244
IOS Press

455

Sounding Board

The call for cognitive ramps
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The paradigm shift initiated decades ago by the
disability rights movement has made adjusting the
environment to make it accessible commonplace. We
are all so familiar with accommodations for physi-
cal disabilities that it no longer piques anyone to see
larger, accessible bathrooms, guide-dogs, assistive
listening systems, or wheelchair ramps almost any-
where. Although the battle is far from over, those with
physical disabilities have made tremendous strides to
be seen as substantial, influential members of society.
However, people with cognitive disabilities e.g. intel-
lectual disabilities, learning disabilities, head traumas
etc. are still being underserved where persons with
physical disabilities have become accepted in areas
such as employment [1]. According to a recent study,
only 44% of adults with cognitive disabilities aged
21–64 are in the labor force, as compared to the 83%
of working-age adults without disabilities who are in
the labor force [2].

The significance of integrating those with cognitive
disabilities into the workplace should be indisputable
from a human rights perspective. However, because
of a prevailing stigma many do not realize the benefits
of incorporating such employees into the workforce.
Individuals with cognitive disabilities can be just as
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committed to their jobs as anybody else, perform
their assigned tasks meticulously and responsibly.
They can also create interpersonal relationships with
coworkers and overall bring significant value to any
team just as a non-disabled employee.

Regrettably, because of the aforementioned
stigma, there is a rift between what those with cogni-
tive disabilities are expected to do, and what they can
do by providing some external adaptations.

The general public is more than familiar with phys-
ical ramps, which function to alter the environment
in a small, but significant way to ensure accessibility
to physical locations. As well, colloquial use of the
term “social ramp” has begun in the realm of autism
to refer to the need to change the environment to
facilitate greater social accessibility for those facing
these challenges [3]. We would like to suggest a world
where cognitive ramps are just as commonplace.

Based on the model of cognitive accessibility, a
cognitive ramp can be defined as a modification of
pace, complexity or literacy level intended to bridge
a gap in accessibility to information, processes,
or environments for people with varying cognitive
skills. Regarding job accommodations, these cogni-
tive ramps can be broadly categorized as: adjustment
of the physical environment, changes in job function
or in execution, changes in procedures and policies,
or adjustment of information such as translation into
plain language, or substituting pictorial signs for writ-
ten text.
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Modifications should start at the initial stage of
filling a vacancy where a potential employee may
need help filling out forms, or more time to answer
interview questions. Once in the workplace, a person
with a cognitive disability may require an alterna-
tive means of conveying or organizing information
such as breaking down a task into sub-tasks and set-
ting reminders. The employer and the individual’s
coworkers may need to explain instructions more than
once using simple language, and clarify words which
may not have been understood. En masse, these sug-
gestions are not novel and groundbreaking so much as
they are common sense arrangements to ensure voca-
tional participation for a significant group of potential
workers.

Cognitive ramps have the potential to do as much
for individuals with cognitive disabilities as physical
ramps have done for those with physical disabilities
in the workplace and elsewhere. Appropriate voca-

tional accommodation may be low or no cost to the
employer and ensures a supportive, individualized
environment in which the worker with a cognitive dis-
ability can reach his or her full employment potential.

References

[1] Hernandez B, Keys C, Balcazar F. Employer attitudes toward
workers with disabilities and their ADA employment rights:
A literature review. Journal of Rehabilitation 2000;66(4):4.

[2] Siperstein GN, Parker RC, Drascher M. National snapshot of
adults with intellectual disabilities in the labor force. Journal
of Vocational Rehabilitation 2013;39(3):157-165.

[3] Kelly L. (2011). Building a Social Ramp: Supporting
those with social cognitive challenges. Retrieved June
8, 2015, from https://30daysofautism.wordpress.com/
2011/05/07/building-a-social-ramp-supporting-those-with-
social-cognitive-challenges/

[4] Yalon-Chamovitz S. Invisible access needs of people with
intellectual disabilities: A conceptual model of practice. Jour-
nal Information 2009;47(5).


