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A Guide to Reporting on Disability

Your choice of language has an impact on the way people with disability feel and are perceived in society. It is important that you are aware of the meaning behind the words you use when talking to, referring to or working with people with disability.  Disrespectful language can make people feel hurt, excluded and can be a barrier to full participation in society.  
Your choice of language affects people’s lives
People with disability spend a lot of time being described in ways which are disempowering, discriminatory, degrading and offensive. Negative words such as “victim” or “sufferer” reinforce stereotypes that people with disability are unhappy about their lives, wish they were ‘normal’ or should be viewed as an object of pity. 

The reality contradicts these outdated stereotypes. People with disability are people first, who have families, work and participate in community activities. Just as people should not be referred to in racially or sexually derogatory terms, people with disability should no longer be referred to in ways that categorise their lives in a simplistic, one-dimensional manner. People with disability want respect and acceptance and a responsible, ethical journalist should accept this need and learn to use respectful language. 
A contemporary view of disability acknowledges a person has an impairment or medical condition, but that it is disabling barriers within society – negative attitudes, inaccessible buildings and environments, inaccessible communications and information - which prevent people with disability from being treated equally and from fully participating in all aspects of community life. 
General Guidelines for Talking about Disability

· Put the person first. Say “person with disability” rather than “disabled person.” Say “people with disability” rather than “the disabled.” A person isn’t defined by their disability – they are a person before anything else.
· Be aware that many people with disability dislike euphemistic terms like “physically challenged” and “differently abled.” Say “wheelchair user,” rather than “confined to a wheelchair” or “wheelchair bound.” The wheelchair is what enables the person to get around and participate in society; it’s liberating, not confining.
· When talking about places with accommodations for people with disability, use the term "accessible" rather than "disabled" or "handicapped."  For example, refer to an "accessible" parking space rather than a "disabled" or "handicapped" parking space.
· Use the term "disability" and take the following terms out of your vocabulary when talking about or talking to people with disability.  Don't use the terms "handicapped", "differently-abled", "cripple", "crippled", "victim", "retarded", "stricken", "poor", "unfortunate" or "special needs." 
· Just because someone has a disability, it doesn't mean he/she is "courageous", "brave", "special" or "superhuman."  People with disability are the same as everyone else.  It is not unusual or unique for someone with disability to have talents, skills and abilities. 
· Avoid emotive portrayals of people which imply they are to be pitied for living with such a ‘tragedy’ or that they ‘suffer’ from, are ‘afflicted’ with or are a ‘victim’ of disability. The reality is that for many people with disability, it is just a fact of life and not something to be dramaticised or sensationalised.
· It is okay to use words or phrases such as "disabled," "disability" or "people with disability" when talking about disability issues.  Ask the people you are with which term they prefer if they have disability. 
· When talking about people without disability, it is okay to say "people without disability."  But do not refer to them as "normal" or "healthy."  These terms can make people with disability feel as though there is something wrong with them and that they are "abnormal."
· When in doubt, call a person with disability by his/her name.

Words to Describe People with Disability
	Impairment
	Out-Dated Language
	Respectful Language

	Blind or Vision Impairment
	Dumb, Invalid, Blind Freddy
	Blind/Vision Impaired; Person who is blind; Person with vision impairment

	Deaf or Hearing Impairment
	Invalid, Deaf-and-Dumb, Deaf-Mute
	Deaf or hearing impaired, Deaf person; Person with hearing impairment 

	Speech/Communication Impairment
	Dumb, "One who talks bad"
	Person with a speech / communication impairment, Speech impaired

	Learning Disability
	Retarded, Slow, Brain- Damaged, "Special ed"
	Learning disability, Cognitive disability, Person with a learning or cognitive disability

	Mental Illness
	Hyper-sensitive, Psycho, Crazy, Insane, Wacko, Nuts, Mad
	Person with a psychosocial disability; Person with psychiatric disability, Person with mental illness 

	Mobility/Physical Disability 
	Handicapped, Physically Challenged, "Special," Deformed, Cripple, Gimp, Spastic, Spaz, Wheelchair-bound, Lame
	Wheelchair user,  Person with mobility or physical disability

	Intellectual/ Cognitive Disability
	Retard, Mentally retarded, 
"Special ed"
	Person with an intellectual/ cognitive/developmental disability

	Short Stature 
	Dwarf, Midget
	Person of short stature

	Health Conditions
	Victim, Someone "stricken with" a disability 

(i.e. "someone stricken with cancer" or "an AIDS victim")
	Someone "living with" a specific health condition (i.e. "someone living with cancer or AIDS")


Here are some ways that people with disability are described.  This list includes "out-dated language" - terms and phrases that should not be used. This list also includes respectful words which should be used to describe different impairments. What is "okay" for some people is not ‘okay’ for others.  If you don't know what to say, just ask how a person likes to be described.
� Based on Source: (c) 2006 “Respectful Disability Language: Here's What's Up!” was co-written by the National Youth Leadership Network (NYLN), and Kids as Self Advocates (KASA)





