How Do You Talk About People

with Disabilities?

Words have power.

Self-advocates with intellectual disabilities have
clearly stated that negative language leads to harm-
ful action, discrimination, abuse, negative ste-
reotypes, disenfranchisement, and vio-
lence. The language we use to describe
people is continually evolving — words
used in the past (and sometimes still
today!) can be derogatory and dehu-
manizing (think of a certain “R" word

or “N” word).

And very importantly, our use of nega-

tive or stereotyping words and labels can

cause others to think that people with dis-
abilities are not able to achieve the things that oth-
ers can achieve.

People with disabilities are people!

One in four people in the US lives with a disability.
Forty-eight million Americans have trouble hearing.
And one in six children in the US is born with a devel-
opmental disability. They are our friends, our neigh-
bors, and our community members.

People with disabilities do not want to be labeled
and they do not want to be defined by their particu-
lar disability or disabilities. Disability is a natural part
of the human experience, an aspect of human diver-
sity, like other areas of human variation.

1in 4 peoplein

the US live with
one or more
disabilities

What is People First Language?
From the Office of Disability Rights:

The People First Respectful Language Mod-
ernization Act of 2006 was enacted by
the Council of the District of Columbia
on July 11, 2006 to “require the use of
respectful language when referring
to people with disabilities in all new
and revised District laws, regulations,
rules, and publications and all internet
publications.”

“People First Language” (PFL) puts the

person before the disability, and describes

what a person has, not who a person is. PFL uses
phrases such as “person with a disability,” “individu-
als with disabilities,” and “children with disabilities,”
as opposed to phrases that identify people based

solely on their disability, such as “the disabled.”

The phrase “mental retardation” is offensive and out-
dated. The terms “developmental disability,” “cogni-
tive disability,” or “intellectual disability” may be sub-
stituted as more respectful options.

People with disabilities also do not want to be re-
ferred to as a victim or object of pity. People with dis-
abilities are not victims. Disability is just one aspect
of the person. Avoid using terms like, "suffers from,"
"afflicted with," "bound," "confined," "victim," or any
other term that implies tragedy.

People First vs. Identity First Language

What is Identity First Language? We already talked about People First Language,
but it is important to note that all people are individuals with their own individual
preferences. Someone with autism may want to be referred to as an “autistic person”
rather than a “person with autism.” It is up to that person to decide.

So how can you know?! When speaking to a person with a disability, you can ask their preference, or you
may be able to hear how they refer to themselves when they speak.



Using People First Language

Below is a useful table with examples of more respectful terms that may be used when referring to people

who have disabilities.

Use this ...

people with disabilities

.. instead of this.

the handicapped /the disabled

they need .. /they use.

A person who ...

has an intellectual /developmehtal disability

they have a problem With ./ has speCiaI needs

They are / have ...

retarded

is deaf/ has a hearing impairment/
is hard of hearing

uses a communication deVice/synthetic speach non-verbal
is blind / has a Visual impairment/has Iow -vision  the blind
has a phsyical disability crippled

has a congential disability

a birth defect

So, how will you talk about people with disabilities?

You can find this information and https://tcdd.texas.gov/resources/developmental-disabilities-101/

more at the following resources:

https://odr.dc.gov/page/people-first-language

https://www.disabilityisnatural.com/people-first-language.html

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/

Visit Us Online

www.AbilityTogether.org
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