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Written by Mavis

The Disabled as Mentors to Cultivate Empathy in the
Younger Generation with Wheelchair Experience

One day when Daniel Chong was in his first
year of university, he woke up feeling an unusual
pain in his spine and was unable to move. Little
did he know his life would change drastically
when he was discharged from the hospital. From
then on, he has to spend the rest of his life in a
wheelchair. Sometimes when he was out in his
wheelchair, children would point at him and show
a curious face. Adults next to them usually just
look away. Some may respond by simply saying
‘he is in a wheelchair.” Whenever this happens,
instead of complaining, Daniel wonders if society's
understanding of people with disabilities can only
remain stagnant. Can the public perceive the
disabled with a new perspective?

With these questions in mind, he and his partners,
Delphica Chan and Andy Wong established
Wheel Real Experience, a social enterprise that
organises wheelchair experiences and human
libraries for young people in different schools and
organisations. It is hoped to develop empathy
among the general public. The team received
support from the ‘Social Innovations for Sustainable
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Communities’ (SISC) Programme which enables
the trio to turn their ideas into action. The
programme grants the company a start-up funding
to support the salaries of instructors with disabilities
with the aim to increase their self-confidence and
provide skills training during the process.

The social enterprise Wheel Real Experience was
established in 2020, and in the past two years,
the organisation has reached out to over 200
young people, providing them with wheelchair
experiences and empathy training to enrich the
next generation’s knowledge and understanding of
people with disabilities. Daniel has a background
in engineering, so they have incorporated
technological elements into the wheelchair
experience, such as teaching students to use
a micro-bit to add a light to a wheelchair with a
simple programme and code, or using 3D printing
to customise a wheelchair joystick for wheelchair
users. ‘Empathy has always been our starting
point. The original intention of the wheelchair
experience was to convey the concept of empathy
to young people and to extend the concept to
technology by adding components of problem-
solving. In the process, students will learn how to
apply technology to help wheelchair users,” Daniel
said.

B Instructors Share Their Stories and
Interact with Students to Bust Myths

They also set up human libraries where instructors,
who are wheelchair users, shared their life stories.
The young students were initially unfamiliar with
people with disabilities. ‘At first, the students
were more sympathetic towards the disabled. But
through the activity and story sharing, they learnt
that empathy is not just as simple as “Let me help
you”, but to understand more about others’ feelings
and stances.’ Delphica said that many students
were curious about people with disabilities,
‘During the sharing session, they would ask the
instructor many questions, such as how to go to
the bathroom, how to go out, etc. Not being afraid
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to ask questions is exactly how | wanted them to
be.” With curiosity and respect, the communication
gradually minimises the gap of misunderstanding
between people with disabilities and ‘normal
people’, which is what Delphica would like to see.

B People with Disabilities Have Difficulty
Making a Living Even with the Ability

Apart from students, there are positive changes
within the instructor team. Delphica and Daniel
noticed that many people with disabilities around
them had low self-esteem and lacked work skills,
making them difficult to join the labour market.
The unemployment problem was serious among
those with high education. Daniel, who has a lot of
disabled friends, said ‘Many of them live on social
welfare. The “better” option is to become an athlete
with disabilities. These may seem like their only
choice, but to me, they have more options and
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they can contribute much more than that.” Delphica
nodded, ‘People with disabilities are indeed very
smart and capable.’

At first, they hired two part-time disabled people
in the organisation. By exploring their potential,
they provided training to the instructors who can
lead the experiential activities, so that their self-
confidence can be gradually built up. By 2020,
the unemployment rate of people with disabilities
in Hong Kong was 11%, nearly double that of
the able-bodied. With only five to seven disabled
instructors, it may seem impossible for the Wheel
Real Experience team to solve the unemployment
problem. Without much hard feeling, Daniel
said, ‘I often think that we’re at least making a
small difference. | can’t possibly hire all people
with disabilities in one company. But | hope that
one day, everyone will find more possibilities for
themselves and that they will have more choices.’
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Hl Inspiring Others Through One’s
Experience: Helping the Disabled to
Regain their Self-confidence

After participating in the SISC Programme, the
team has grown from two part-time instructors
to five. It's hard to drive change, so Daniel and
Delphica decided to start with the people around
them. Delphica remembers vividly the story of the
wheelchair mentors on her transformation. A few
years ago, she met a university graduate girl who
was rejected dozens of times, She felt completely
lost and confused. Delphica invited her to be an
event instructor, ‘After a few events, she found that
she could do it and that she could lead the event
by herself. The event not only transferred work
skills to her but also built up her confidence.” The
girl further took a social work course, so that she
can help others with her passion and experience.

They hope that these experiences will continue
to happen to others, ‘This job is really an ongoing
work and this takes time to end.’” Delphica said,
‘But we try not to think too far ahead. We just start
with the people around us, with the people who
have the potential and are ready to take on the
challenge.’




