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THE

STORIES FROM EVERYDAY HEROS
INVISIBLE DISABILITIES

From Alice Wong's book, Invisible Disabilities, A
collection of stories from disabled individuals in
the 21% century.

ALICEWONG
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Hello! My name is Alexis Gerstenkorn. I'm a senior at Florida International
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University, and Editor and Chief of The Unseen, a magazine dedicated to
bringing awareness to issues that society very often overlooks. In this edition
we're going to be taking a peek into the world of Invisible disabilities. This
issue is a bit personal to me as someone who has family members with
invisible disabilities. This issue is meant to highlight some of the negative
stereotypes that those with invisible disabilities face.




Here are four individuals. Each of them have been
diagnosed with a formal disability, can you identify
them?

x=Disclaimer this is satire



THE REALITY OF
AN INVISIBLE
DISABILITY




BUT CAN YOU SEE ME?

SO WHAT IS AN INVISIBLE DISABILITY?

When we think of an individual with a disability we often might
think of someone who uses some sort of physical aid like a
wheelchair, medical aid, or prosthetic limb. Something that, to
others, can be easily used to identify them as disabled.

Now lets take a moment to first identify what a disability is. The
term “disability” is meant to describe an ongoing physical or
mental challenge (whether short or long term)1 . Just because a
person has a disability doesnt mean they are necessarily
disabled, many with a disability are still living full and active lives.
Disabilities come in a range of manageability.

Invisible disabilities, as the name implies, are much harder to spot.
They are “conditions, illnesses, and structural or biomechanical
anomalies that are life limiting but not readily discernible to
others,” meaning just like our little “game” earlier you more than
likely would not know that an individual is disabled just by
looking at them’.

Just like visibly disabled individuals they still face many
challenges within their day to day, yet, despite this their stories are
often left out in the conversations surrounding disabilities.

Joni Eareckson Tada, an international disability expert, explained
her experience with an visible disability to someone with an
invisible disability saying, “People have such high expectations of
folks like you [with invisible disabilities], like, ‘come on, get your act
together.” But they have such low expectations of folks like me in
wheelchairs, as though the thought is that we can't do much"1.
She shows the stark difference between how society views
invisible disabilities.




There are many conditions and illnesses that fall under the “Invisible disabilities” umbrella but here are just
afew to help you develop a better understanding of what invisible disabilities are.

mental heath
Neurological disorders

For more examples scan here
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Hello, and thank you so much for joining me today!
It's an honor to get to interview you, will you share
who you are with our audience?

Hi' I'm Rachel Bender, I'm 21 years old and I'm an
influencer on Instagram where | share my life and advocate
for invisible disabilities.

Yes, | see you've been speaking
about issues surrounding
invisible disabilities for a few
years now. Tell me what
inspired you to dedicate your
page to this cause?

Well, | was diagnosed with juvenile arthritis when | was about 18
months old. Since then I've received dozens of treatments, and
have been diagnosed with POTS and Chrohn’s disease, all of
which have affected my quality of life. Many think that just because
I look “normal” on the outside that my health issues aren’t as
severe as | say they are, so | wanted to use my platform to bring
gwagalness and educate others on the reality of having an invisible
isability.

| see, but with so many invisible
disabilities out there how can you
possibly bring awareness to all of
them?

Well sometimes | do advocate specifically for
those with juvenile arthritis like myself, but | try
and make my page a place for everyone in the

community. Obviously | can’t bring attention

to the needs of every single individual with a

disability, so I try to cover issues, information,
and resources that | know will affect all of usin

the community.

Oh? Tell us morel!

One maijor issue I've been talking about a lot on my page recently is
the budget cuts to programs like Medicaid and the ACA (Affordable
Care Act). These programs help individuals like myself pay for
medications and treatments to manage our disabilities, without them
the cost of our care is going to rise significantly. This hurts all of us,
and may force some to choose between paying for food and paying

BRACHCUTIEPIE for life-saving meds.




I had no idea the government was allowing these kind
of cuts! But, how can we help to stop this?

It's really simple. Call. Your. Senators. Even if you
yourself don’t have a disability. It may seem that in
the face of all these major decisions there’s nothing
we can do, but if we bring our voices together we
can push the people in power to make positive
changes. Also, educate yourself on what's going on
and spread the word! The more voices we have, the
more powerful our message.

Great advice, which actually leads me into our next
question. What advice would you give to non-disabled
people to be better ally’s to the community?

| think the best advice | can give is to just listen. You
never know the kinds of struggles someone may be

going through, even if they look “fine” to you. Take the
time to actually sit down and hear their story. By doing
this you'll have a better understanding of what they’re

For my final question, do you
have any words of wisdom
for other influencers who
want to use their platform to
address social issues like
yourself?

Well thank you so much for
joining me today! It's been a
pleasure!

going through and what they may need.

Just do what works for you! | like to share a lot of my personal journey

which helps to spark conversation, but you can also do skits or share

infographics. Even just reposting other stories or posts about an issue
can be helpful to bring awareness!

Of course! And if you guys check out my page be
sure to check out the other organizations linked in
my bio!

Arthritis Foundation Jingle Bell Run

Protect Ostomy and Catheter Supplies

*This interview is purely fictitious, all answers given by Rachel were written
based off of research from her page, and prior interviews.


https://events.arthritis.org/participants/394424/donate?fbclid=PARlRTSANVYnFleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABp-hoP-AMy9kA8QHS3pfggsEvdsWVMkAt5m5k_Rd3o3f0A6C8qjzofBxO6DBV_aem_67b1HI63PcQ_JXu-jtAxHA
https://events.arthritis.org/participants/394424/donate?fbclid=PARlRTSANVYnFleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABp-hoP-AMy9kA8QHS3pfggsEvdsWVMkAt5m5k_Rd3o3f0A6C8qjzofBxO6DBV_aem_67b1HI63PcQ_JXu-jtAxHA
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/07/02/2025-12347/medicare-and-medicaid-programs-calendar-year-2026-home-health-prospective-payment-system-hh-pps-rate?utm_medium=email&utm_term=N%2FA&utm_source=convatec&utm_content=Competitive%20bidding%20external%20message%20Aug%202025&utm_campaign=US%20OC%20and%20CCC%20-%20Competitive%20Bidding%20Action&fbclid=PARlRTSANVYzZleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABp1PgHlZ5grasvhVIfwoBartOrAeDO4uQ5zv7jJQWC5mvyt5GZDff1Ra35C0O_aem_8Dmk3Z5SC-6e_HOZ3VTbew
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/07/02/2025-12347/medicare-and-medicaid-programs-calendar-year-2026-home-health-prospective-payment-system-hh-pps-rate?utm_medium=email&utm_term=N%2FA&utm_source=convatec&utm_content=Competitive%20bidding%20external%20message%20Aug%202025&utm_campaign=US%20OC%20and%20CCC%20-%20Competitive%20Bidding%20Action&fbclid=PARlRTSANVYzZleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABp1PgHlZ5grasvhVIfwoBartOrAeDO4uQ5zv7jJQWC5mvyt5GZDff1Ra35C0O_aem_8Dmk3Z5SC-6e_HOZ3VTbew




We've all had that experience, you get up one day with a horrible stomach
ache or a cold, but when you tell your parents or a teacher you're met with,
“you're fine, you just want to skip school,” or “ maybe you shouldn't have ___.
Though you're in pain your feelings are downplayed or dismissed entirely. It
was probably frustrating having other people tell you how you're supposed to
feel, even after making it clear that you were struggling. Now, imagine having
to deal with that same situation every day of your life, that is how many
individuals with invisible disabilities are forced to live every single day.

n

As Dr. Amrita Sen Mukherjee, an advocate for invisible disabilities in the medical
field, perfectly stated in her , " people with disabilities not only bear the
weight of living life with their unseen conditions, but they face further burdens. They
have to contend with the daily struggle of living in a world that does not fully
acknowledge, recognize, or understand their needs.”3 In a society where looks
essentially rule how you're to be treated, those with invisible disabilities are often
not ta kﬁn seriously and/or treated unfairly because they don't “look disabled
enough.”

The general consensus among the able bodied community is this idea that those with
invisible disabilities are “faking it,” or using it as a cover for their own laziness. these
assumptions are extremely harmful as not only can it have mentally and even possibly
physically damaging effects on disabled individuals. these negative stereotypes can
prevent people from accessing proper resources and makes it even more difficult for
laws that mandate how disability rights are carried out . This is because with the
assumption that disabled individuals are “faking it” then comes the argument that
proper accommodations would allow them an unfair advahtage.

What many don’t understand is that accommodations allow individuals to participate fully
in school, work, and in daily life. Without them many would have to deal with added
barriers on top of dealing with personal ones. All disabilities can significantly impact a
fperlsons life, one way or another, and just because you can't see it doesn’t mean they can't
eelit.


https://youtu.be/Ro3SbU95qwc?si=zGQP7i3uheqjiuTy

KITAY D. DAVISON

Davis was a proud black, disabled
trans man who spent his life
advocating for multiply marginalized
people with disabilities. For those like
him who not only faced barriers
because of their disabilities, but also
because of their race, sexual
orientation, gender, or economic
background. He famously said, ina

letter to his community.

“Advocacy is not just a task for
charismatic individuals or high profile
community organizers. Advocacy is for
all of us.”
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In Disability Visibility by Alice
Wong we hear stories from real
individuals with both invisible and
visible disabilities.

These individuals come from all
walks of life. From different races,
ethnicities, and economic
backgrounds, each share their
story about living with disabilities.

Now Wong makes it clear these
stories are not meant to bring
about a sense of pity but to bring
awareness and help other young
disabled people come together to
fight for themselves and their
community.

However, this book does so much
more as it reveals not only brought
by having a disability but how
those struggles may be amplified
based on your standing within
society. These highlight how
issues within the disabled
community are intrinsically linked
to so many other aspects of our
lives. Here are just a few of the
stories shared.

JEN DEERINWATER

A citizen of the Cherokee Nation of
Oklahoma, Deerinwater describes her
experience as a disabled woman trying
to receive treatment while having to
deal with extreme anti-native racism.
She goes on to explain the appalling
state of medical care within native
reservations. The Indian Health Service
(IHS) is consistently ranked as the worst
healthcare provider in the US due to
poor funding. This already makes
access to proper healthcare very
difficult but it makes it next to
impossible for disabled individuals.

ECTIONALITY



June Eric-Udorie

Ayoung black woman born with
Udorie recounts the
clash between her disability and her
religious upbringing, Her disability was seen
as something she was just waiting to be
“healed from” and her feelings and medical
needs were largely ignored due to this belief.
This led Udorie to be embarrassed about her
condition and neglect to seek programs or
accommodations that could have eased her
daily challenges.

ee

Disabilities have posed immense challenges for
individuals for centuries, but to marginalized groups,
like people of color, those in the LGBTQ+ community,

women, and immigrants, it adds another complex layer
onto pre-existing issues. Though this article doesn't
have the capacity to touch on all these intersections it is
important to take a moment to acknowledge these
stories and histories. The following excerpt hails from
the Disability History Series brought to you via the
National Park Service. Like my magazine they were
unable to go in depth into the complexities of these
issues, however they sum them up nicely while also
providing the following resources, which | will provide
aswell.

o Women and Disability: Women have faced discrimination based on misguided beliefs
oftheir intellect and capability throughout American history. In the late 1800s and early
1900s, there were several cases of women who were institutionalized at psychiatric
hospitals. Some of these diagnoses included promiscuity and hysteria, which
physicians often blamed on heredity, country of origin, or education.

o Immigration and Disability: There are many accounts ofimmigrants who arrived at
Ellis Island and other entrance stations, only to be turned away due to their perceived
“disabilities.” Certain populations were regarded as more “inferior” or “defective” than

other groups. This kind of categorization led to the Immigration Act of 1924, which
relied on quota systems to cap the number of immigrants from various countries of

origin, and similar legislation.

ee
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e Inclusion of people with AIDS in the Americans with Disabilities Act: After
much debate within federal government in 1990, it was decided that AIDS would
be recognized by the ADA, meaning discrimination against people with AIDS

was prohibited in all areas of public life.

» Raceand Disability: People of color were often placed in segregated psychiatric
institutions in the late 1800s and early 1900s. These hospitals and asylums rarely

followed the rule of “separate but equal.”

Additional information can also be found at “
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https://www.aao.org/education/disease-review/clinical-guidelines-childhood-nystagmus-workup
https://www.aao.org/education/disease-review/clinical-guidelines-childhood-nystagmus-workup
https://everybody.si.edu/
https://longmoreinstitute.sfsu.edu/patient-no-more/virtual-tour
https://www.disabilitymuseum.org/dhm/index.html

D 0 Listen to their conserns and issues with empathy and understanding.

D Try and educate yourself so that you don’t allow stereotypes to drive your
understanding.
D 0 Go out and find disabled activist/ creators to support.
D Take a stand when you see oppression, just because you are one person

doesn’'t mean your voice doesn’t matter.

D 0 Allow those with disabilities to come to you for help rather than assuming
their needs.

D 0 Allow them to use their accommodations without judgement.

People with disabilities make up the largest minority in the United States, yet their
stories are often ignored or untold. In the late 1700's and early 1800's people with
disabilities were placed in poor houses or forced into insane asylums .Even after
reforms were made to treat these people with respect and dignity they were still
stripped of their autonomy with others making decisions for them, which is why as an
ally it's imperative that you implement the major qualities of being an ally: Providing
affirmation and engaging with informed action” .

OF BEING -



D 0 N T Try and make someone “prove” their disability to you.

D O N T Assume a persons experience just because they look or act a certain way.

D 0 N T Judge their needs based on what you think a disability “should” look like.

D 0 N T Try and label them or shove them into a mold that you understand .

D 0 N T Try and speak for anyone. Even if it is what you think they need.

A

Disability advocacy has come a long way since the cruel treatment many suffered in the 1700s
but its important to remember that the fight is far from over. So today, | encourage you to go
out and, whether through what you've read today or your own research, immerse yourself in
the world of invisible disabilities and find creators and even neighbors from whom you can
support and learn from.

AN ALLY
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Thank you to the following sources for educating me on this
topic and | encourage all of my readers to check them out if
you'd like to continue learning .

1."What Is an Invisible Disability?” Invisible Disabilities® Association, 16 Mar. 2025, invisibledisabilities.org/what-

is-an-invisible-disability/.

2.Coates, Kyra. “The Unseen: Understanding Invisible Disabilities.” Center for People With Disabilities, Center for
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3. “Invisible Disability: Challenging Bias to Enable Change | TEDxWarrington.”
Https://Www.Youtube.Com/Watch?v=Ro3SbU95qgwc, Oct. 2024.

4. February 2025 Non-Apparent Disabilities Fact Sheet: Common Myths Introduction,
idrpp.usu.edu/projects/accessibilityhealth/files/Common_Myths_FactSheet_Final.pdf. Accessed 10 Oct. 2025.

5.Wong, Alice. Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from the Twenty-First Century. Vintage Books, a Division of
Penguin Random House LLC, 2022.

6.”Disability History Series Introduction (U.S. National Park Service).” National Parks Service, U.S. Department of
the Interior, www.nps.gov/articles/disability-history-series-introduction.htm. Accessed 9 Oct. 2025.
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